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PREFACE
The Long Winding Road to Train Sounds
Train Sounds has been many years in the making. Like most novels, it has passed through
many different incarnations, some captured on paper, others never leaving the author’s mind. It
started out as a regular young adult story. There would be intrigue, questions about origins, parental
secrets, and a grand finale. Maybe it could have been an after school special, or a Hallmark film
where everyone would be sobbing at the end. I decided that Train Sounds was not meant to follow
such a traditional arc. I just didn’t know how it would be different, until a frank discussion with one
of my children led me to an epiphany. I tossed away all the soap opera elements and turned my
coming of age into a story with more grit. I came to the realization that my main character was gay.
When that came into focus, the rest of the novel was quick to fall into place. How difficult would it
be for a gay child to grow up in a conservative area under the horrifying darkness of AIDS? This was
a time when health care workers knew very few solid facts about the disease. It was considered a gay
illness, making homosexual people even more of a target. Ignorance was rampant and there was an
assumption that if someone were gay, they eventually would become ill. This became the world my
main character was to grow up in.
From the moment I was admitted into UTEP’s Creative Writing MFA program, I knew Train
Sounds would be my thesis. As it came together, I knew I’d made the right decision. Despite this
knowledge, one worry remains and I believe it will continue to push back despite the passage of time.
Writing a gay character, especially a teenager, is tantamount to watching a bunch of folks
walk along the edge of a cliff, knowing I could inadvertently give one a shove. I don’t want my work
to hurt anyone. Because of this, I spoke with several queer folks to get their opinions. I wanted to
know how they felt about a straight person writing a queer character, not even an ancillary character
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but a main character. I found that the reactions I received heavily depended on their age. Older folks
seemed good with it. One gentleman considered it an honor. Another, himself a writer, thought life
would be boring if we all wrote only what we knew, besides, he wrote straight characters, so it only
seemed fair. Another bluntly told me he didn’t give a f**k, either way. I found that promising, even
amusing in the context.
On the other end of the spectrum, however, I concluded that younger people were more
skeptical. They couldn’t see how someone like me could do someone like them justice, which is
understandable. My teenage expert explained it to me in this way: LGBTQ kids of today are more
demanding. They’re growing up in an age where they are readily seen and their voices heard, even if
they’re still marginalized. They’re pushing back against the status quo. As a result, their stories need
be relatable, and not full of pretense or assumptions. Older people are less exacting because they
grew up in a time where those kinds of demands couldn’t be made. This insight seemed fair, if not
disheartening to me, so much that I almost stopped the project. I ruminated long and hard on how I
could write Mason in another vein, and even attempted to write a few CHAPTERs, but it lacked the
bite I was looking for. I decided to plow ahead, hoping my research, and my position as an ally could
justify making this choice.
Now, all I can do is hope I’ve handled Mason’s story with empathy, compassion, and a deep
thread of sincerity. If I screwed up, I hope I will be forgiven. After all, we are all very much human.

POETICS AND ASSESSMENT
Point of View
I have found that young adult fiction is deceptively difficult. Generations come and go, and
although our experiences are similar, they are not the same. Stepping into the shoes of a child to
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adequately explain what makes them who they are is a challenge I decided I was up to taking on. My
early attempts at fiction happened while I was still a kid. Ironically, the themes I wrote on are closer
to the mark, but lack of experience made the telling awkward. Now I’m on the other end of the
spectrum. Experience and tenacity has brought my writing into a different realm, but capturing those
clumsy, terrifying, beautiful moments is now more elusive. Years give experience, but they also take
away the clarity of when everything was new. Of course, that’s where tenacity comes into play.
It can be a challenge to decide which point of view will present a story to its full potential.
Fortunately, I knew Train Sounds would be best presented in first person. Despite knowing this, it
still felt a little too personal, as if I didn’t have any right to step inside a character who is not only a
male, but a gay male. I attempted to offset this by introducing alternate CHAPTERs in third person.
This was my attempt to provide balance and give information about the main character and the story
from alternate views. I wrote from his best friend’s perspective, and had every intention of doing so
with his mother. Writing from the mother’s point of view would have been easier. After all, that’s one
of my personal roles, but it still wasn’t the right choice. After stepping back, I returned to the
manuscript, sensing that my extra work had perhaps added a tiny bit more insight to my supporting
characters, but in the scope of the novel, it didn’t make any kind of huge impact to the story. Despite
my misgivings, I couldn’t bring myself to remove those extra CHAPTERs. I waited and researched.
To further solidify what I considered would be the best avenue for my story, I did some more
exploring in the young adult genre. I found that many novels embraced first person. From S.E. Hinton
peering out from her narrator, Ponyboy Curtis’s eyes in The Outsiders, to Laurie Halse Anderson’s
sensitive portrayal of Melinda Sordino in Speak, on to Sherman Alexie stepping inside Junior Spirit’s
tragic world in The Absolutely True Diary of a Part-Time Indian, these stories hit hardest because of
their point of view choice.
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As a result, my decision became clear. As painful as it may have been, those extra
CHAPTERs were axed. I remembered a quote from William Faulkner (paraphrased by Stephen King
years later) that urged writers to “murder their darlings.” For a clueless time, I wondered what he had
exactly meant by that. Then it came to me. This was Mason’s story, and that’s where I decided to
keep my focus.
After that decision had been finalized, the obvious lay bare. Writing from a teenager’s point of
view added extra layers that are not prevalent in most of my writing. I think like an adult and make
decisions accordingly. Even during my playful, infantile moments, the shroud of adulthood never
slips off, even if it does turn a little more transparent. The fact is, I haven’t been a teenager for a very
long time. My own children offer some insight, but due to the smaller world, and plethora of
information, courtesy of the internet, they are less naïve. As a result, reading young adult fiction,
touching base with news from the time, re-watching movies from the 80s, and digging into my own
fuzzy memories became integral to giving my characters an authentic voice, inside and out.
Of course, it wasn’t just finding the right tone to pull off writing teenagers, it was also about
not mixing jargon from today and 1986. Certain words, like “cool” have woven in and out through
multiple decades without accumulating a speck of rust. “Awesome” has done pretty well for itself.
“Rad” is also making a smidgeon of a comeback, according to my teen in the know. However,
“bogus,” ”spaz”, and “gnarly,” have not fared as well. Nerd was an insult, not a badge of honor.
Needless to say, I had to consider my wording carefully. I also had to think about how they would
speak.
In Stephen King’s On Writing, he specifically points out how important accurate dialogue is
to establishing time, place, and characterization. “It’s dialogue that gives your cast their voices, and is
crucial to defining their characters – only what people do tells us more about what they’re like, and
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talk is sneaky: what people say often conveys their characters to others in ways of which they – the
speakers are completely unaware.” (180)
“Gordie: Do you think I'm weird?
Chris: Definitely.
Gordie: No man, seriously. Am I weird?
Chris: Yeah, but so what? Everybody's weird.”
In such a short passage from The Body, Stephen King captures Gordie’s uncertainty and
worry, with Chris’s resignation and cynicism. It speaks of them and their dynamic with deceptive
ease, as only a seasoned writer can.

Truth in Dialogue and Internal Monologues
Dialogue can be a challenge. It says a lot with little, but to be fair, I enjoy writing it. I feel I
can capture spoken works well because I’ve spent my life listening, instead of talking. However,
there’s more to it than that, especially with first person point of view. Those words lead into
introspective internal dialogue too. I needed to be careful about blending the two. Hearing a fifteen
year old speak to another teenager, and capturing that exchange is one thing, but walking the line
between external and internal can add a wrinkle that could be overlooked. Despite being an intelligent
character, Mason is still a kid. I couldn’t have him speak like a high school boy, and then think like
the adult I am. That was too easy a trap to fall into.

“And I couldn’t forget him telling me that he hadn’t done enough, hadn’t been out of our
neighborhood all his life – and then it was too late.” (154)
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For a book like The Outsiders, the point is moot, considering the author was only a teen at the
time. This is an abnormality in the literary world, but for my purposes, very helpful. S.E. Hinton’s
main character, Ponyboy, is captured in that awkward phase between childhood and adulthood. He
sees the world in black and white, “soc” verse ”greaser,” but as he matures through the tragic
occurrences in the book, the gray seeps in. Coming of age is indicative of learning about the
harshness of life and the uneasiness that it brings. Throughout the book, his inner monologues merge
with his spoken words, leaving no distinction. Initially, this is what I strove for, but too much life
experience is bound to smooth the bumps. As a result, it was a little harder than I hoped, or
remembered. Whenever I felt myself start to drift, I remembered and hauled myself back. It was
important to me to keep hold of the rawness.

“We have a meeting with Principal Principal. Someone has noticed I’ve been absent.
And that I don’t talk. They figure I’m more of a head case than a criminal, so they call
in the guidance counselor too.” (13)
In a slightly different vein, Laurie Halse Anderson’s novel Speak is all about the protagonist’s
inner monologue. Melinda’s experience was so horrendous, that she resorts to living within herself.
Her thoughts are disjointed, full of shame, occasionally fanciful, but most often dark. Her words are
almost monosyllabic. She was written holding onto a secret that may destroy her, and Anderson did a
spot on job capturing all Melinda’s angst. I wanted to bring that inner turmoil to Mason. Both
characters hide deep, personal secrets they feel cannot be brought into the sunlight. Melinda’s rape
brings shame she can barely get beyond. Mason’s sexuality brings shame he is unsure he can survive.
Neither child is at fault, but they’re caught in a world that likes to place blame.
“I’m fourteen years old and I’ve been to forty-two funerals.” (199)
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In Sherman Alexie’s book The Absolutely True Diary of a Part-Time Indian, the author
manages to capture that connection between thoughts and dialogue, despite writing the novel while in
his early forties. It doesn’t surpass Hinton’s rough around the edges approach, nor does it try to
capture Anderson’s post-traumatic stress inner ruminations, but his voice is clear and very much his
own. Alexie approaches his book in a different way by tapping into his own experiences to bring
Junior and his truth to life. The result is a smooth, yet sometimes jarring, interpretation of his teenage
protagonist. I could still see the adult behind the child, but for Junior, it worked. He’d seen and
experienced far beyond what most children do. His story is peppered with humor, and wisdom, but
Alexie knows how to wield an emotional knife. When it happens, it’s fast, deep, and shocking. That
one-two punch can leave someone reeling, but it captures a dark truth. I attempted to emulate that
deftness to enhance the emotional ups and downs of Train Sounds.

Relationships
“The boss pointed a playful finger at Lennie. “He ain’t much of a talker, is he?”
“No, he ain’t, but he’s sure a hell of a good worker. Strong as a bull.” (21-22)

To establish relationships between my characters, I took into account Ponyboy and Johnny
from Hinton, and Gordie and Chris from King. These characters helped influence and fine tune an
emotional bond between Mason and Chad as adolescents, but I also explored further works of fiction
beyond young adult. I considered classics of human nature, particularly Of Mice and Men from John
Steinbeck and To Kill a Mockingbird from Harper Lee.
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I pictured Steinbeck’s George and Lenny as loose models for my main characters, as well.
Mason has the brains and the looks, so he’s always kept an eye on his slower friend, despite being a
few years younger. Chad, the result of fetal alcohol syndrome, looks to Mace for the answers, and
takes his word as wisdom. Without realizing it, Mason enjoys this power, especially in light of his
own sense of inadequacy in his own life. It doesn’t occur to him that this dynamic could change.
Unlike Steinbeck’s ill-fated character, Lenny, Chad finds his own sense of power and belonging,
much to Mason’s surprised dismay. It leads to disappointment and a sense of desertion, even as
shame overcomes him in his realization. Mason feels alone just as Steinbeck’s George does, despite
situational differences. In hindsight, both losses are inevitable.
“Are you proud of yourself tonight that you have insulted a total stranger whose
circumstances you know nothing about?” (117)
Most people can think of a neighborhood “Boo Radley,” while growing up. Sometimes, it was
the grumpy old lady that would yell at kids for playing football in the street. Sometimes, it was the
guy who was up all night who became the neighborhood vampire. Either way, Harper Lee’s timeless
character has helped influence many authors, from Daniel Clay’s Rick Buckley in Broken to Joe
Lansdale’s Goat Man in his coming of age novel, The Bottoms. As a writer, I’m not immune to Lee’s
influence either. For Train Sounds, I created the one character kids in Palmetto Court trailer park
speak of in the low tones of fear, Del Rico. As per most of the other characters, he’s not what he
seems. Rampant rumors, as usual, are untrue, and Del is able to provide a bit of much needed ballast
in Mason’s life. Their relationship is not paternal, nor is it reminiscent of a much older sibling. Del is
more like a crotchety uncle who has many stories to tell but rarely does. Jaded, cynical and far from
perfect, he measures his words with care. His silences turn gradually comfortable, and Mason finds
his safe spot while trying to untangle all the emotions and frustrations churning inside. Del is the only
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person who doesn’t expect anything of him. I wanted to give Mason someone who does not claim to
have all the answers, but holds few regrets, even as he fades away.

The Journey
“Not all who hesitate are lost. The psyche has many secrets in reserve. And these are not
disclosed unless required.”
As I wrote Train Sounds, I couldn’t help but think about Joseph Campbell and The Hero with
a Thousand Faces. The idea that all stories follow a particular rhythm seemed daunting to me.
Without a doubt, I could relate it to many, if not most, of my past projects, but Train Sounds? It
seemed a stretch. How could I come close to relating my quiet story of teen angst to the grandeur of
Lord of the Rings, or the excitement of Star Wars? It wasn’t like Mason was Frodo traveling to
destroy a ring, and save the world. He was hardly Luke Skywalker turning into a Jedi to save the
universe from the Empire. This was a distinct worry. I feared that Train Sounds would be boring and
pointless without those vital steps.
Determined to tell my story, I pushed on. I figured I’d see how it all ends, and if it sucked, it
sucked. All writers have duds. Some writers only write duds. I hoped I wasn’t in the latter group. The
most amazing thing happened though. My pervasive brain fog lifted, and I realized I was being shortsighted and small-minded. Just because Train Sounds isn’t a globetrotting adventure, doesn’t mean
it’s not a journey. Of course, it is. It’s an emotional journey, often the most difficult kind.
Adolescence in itself, could be considered a call to adventure, but Mason’s journey is a little more
complicated. Coming to the realization of his sexuality, he feels inclined to bury his feelings and
thoughts. When he meets his “mentor,” Del Rico, he realizes he’s not alone, but moving forward is
filled with pitfalls. He’s terrified he’ll be disowned by his mother and friends, even his estranged
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father. He’s humiliated he has an attraction to another boy that he’s bumped into throughout the
summer. He does his best to keep his head down and not draw attention. When his best friend
accidentally overhears his secret, it begins a chain reaction, which brings acceptance from a
surprising source. Despite all his stumbles, Mason is able to pull through his tests, weary, but wiser,
his emotional journey just as exhausting as anything physical.

Keeping it Real
By this time in my life, not to mention my education, my writing has been proven acceptable,
at the very least. It’s been acceptable enough to have several published novels and short stories
behind me. But it’s not acceptable enough to be picked up by any of the big, well-known publishers.
Of course, I know there are way too many variables, and the stakes are unrealistically high. Either
way, I can say I’ve at least been traditionally published, and have avoided the questionable,
sometimes irritating, world of self-publishing.
Despite reaching this mid-level bar, I know I can, and will continue honing my words and
work until I cannot any longer. Learning is a continual process, and despite what I may, or may not
have done, I strive for better.
Better means listening to criticism with an open, balanced view. For example, a couple of
semesters ago, Professor Sylvia Aguilar of UTEP’s Creative Writing program, pointed out that I use
many gerunds. This simple observation was eye-opening to me, so I cruised through my story with
new interest, only to find she was right. I often see gerunds as a great way to introduce several actions
at once, but it was happening much too often. When I went back to edit, I was able to find different,
tighter ways to get my point across without being redundant. I always think about Stephen King
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quipping “That the road to hell is paved with adverbs.” Now I’m including my infamous “ing” words
on that highway. Not to say, there isn’t a time and place, but I’m learning not to rely on them.
Another concern is a worry for most writers: the pacing. There’s no easy answer in that
regard, other than practice. Train Sounds is not a rip-roaring adventure, it’s a quiet coming of age
novel. I wondered how quiet and introspective could avoid being boring. Several times I’d proceed,
maybe write a CHAPTER or two, only to back up and rework. I relied on my instincts a good chunk
of the time, because most writers can tell when they’ve gone wrong if they’re honest with themselves.
To avoid tedium, I incorporated a multitude of layers that included humor to help balance the angst,
descriptions that provide context but are short enough to avoid meandering, relatable dialogue, which
also leads to a little product placement, whether it be soda, clothing, or shopping, and no diatribes. If
memory serves, teenagers don’t enjoy giving speeches, they prefer to grunt and wave. I wanted to
keep everything realistic to the best of my ability.
On that note, realism is the bullseye for my story, and that included tons of research. The
weirdest things crossed my mind while writing Train Sounds, which made me scramble for Google
support. What year did New Coke come out? Was Aspen soda around, or was that in the 70s? When
did Mikey supposedly die from eating Pop Rocks and drinking Coke? What year were parachute
pants the thing? How many seasons did The Dukes of Hazzard run? How about The A-Team? I went
into 80s pop culture overload, which felt alternately insane and nostalgic. At the very least, I kept it
real. At worse, I had many “Oh yeah! I remember that!” moments.
Naturally, this led to an additional worry, but not one I can do too much about. Will today’s
teenagers understand my references? It’s hard to say, but for the sake of realism, I’m taking the
chance.
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Framework: Dark Moments in History
“AIDS can destroy a family if you let it, but luckily for my sister and me, Mom taught
us to keep going. Don't give up, be proud of who you are, and never feel sorry for
yourself.” – Ryan White
In 1986, we were stuck right in the middle of the decade of color, vibrancy, hair spray, and
over the top excess. We saw the debut of popular long running television shows like Oprah,
Designing Women and L.A. Law. Apple and Microsoft were still in their infancy and even the idea of
having a personal computer was lost on much of the population. Cellular phones were around, but
most were bigger than bricks and few people owned them. Blockbuster burst onto the scene the year
before, becoming the first video store chain.
Within all the glitz and growth, the world news was dominated by the tragedy of Chernobyl
and the explosion of the space shuttle Challenger, the introduction of the Mir space station and the
first Goodwill Games. Phantom of the Opera debuted in London’s West End, Halley’s Comet made
its once in a lifetime appearance, and a bunch of strangers linked hands to raise money to help those
living in poverty.
But something else was simmering below the wide, yet unseeing eyes of the media.
Acquired Immune Deficiency Syndrome began as a mystery illness watched with worry by a
small amount of people in the late 70s. Little was done by the powers that be, and by the time anyone
cared to notice, it had exploded in the early 80s and quickly began to decimate an entire population.
According to Larry Kramer, writer/filmmaker/activist:
“AIDS was allowed to happen. It is a plague that need not have happened. It is a plague
that could have been contained from the very beginning.”
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AIDS patient, Deotis McMather, was diagnosed with the disease after heading to the hospital
for odd bruising and purple spots. While hospitalized, his roommate got rid of his belongings and sent
word that Deotis wouldn’t be allowed to come home. His roommate needn’t have worried. The 27
year-old man developed an inflammation of his internal organs, and had to have his spleen removed.
Shortly thereafter, his lungs began to fill with liquid, and he was put on a ventilator. A few days later,
he requested it removed, and died within the hour. (396)
Two others on the same floor of the hospital, died the very same day as McMather. Another
man died on a ventilator and in tears because his mother had shoved his boyfriend out, all the while
yelling about the homosexuals everywhere and how’d they “done this” to her son. Another young
man knew he had less than a year to live, and had resigned himself to “living on death row.” (395)
Despite the fact that the CDC had already confirmed that women could be infected as well, not
to mention that thirteen year-old Ryan White had contracted the disease from a blood transfusion,
politicians were slow to acknowledge the epidemic, and when they did, the response was lukewarm.
According to journalist Randy Shilts:
“By the time President Reagan had delivered his first speech on the epidemic of Acquired
Immune Deficiency Syndrome, 36,038 Americans had been diagnosed with the disease, 20,849 had
died.” (596)
Larry Kramer had been notoriously vocal from the very beginning in his frustration at a
system that failed. He summed up the climate of the time with horrifying bluntness:
“Too many people hate the people that AIDS most affects, gay people and people of color.
I do not mean dislike, or feel uncomfortable with. I mean hate. Downright hate. Down
and dirty hate.”
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Final Thoughts
Within the last twenty plus years, I often think about a young woman who dared me, by
expression alone, to say something derogatory when she spoke of her girlfriend, another young
woman who sought me out to talk, because her own mother was not accepting, and a sweet young
man forced to sleep on his friend’s couch because his parents had disowned him. Currently, my
thoughts are consumed by my own courageous son weathering unkind comments at school, and in
public. Theirs is a struggle too often found inconsequential.
Everyone’s life is a journey, but due to small minds and ignorance, some people have more
than their fair share of challenges along the way. Due to medical advancements, AIDS is not the
boogeyman today that it once was. Religious intolerance, however, is still thick and cloying, and
often stands in the way of true acceptance. Fortunately, today we have many organizations committed
to fighting back, but in the not too distant past, that wasn’t the case.
The years between the late 70s and 80s sought to bury their dark truth, only to have it surface
in a twist of fear, ignorance and hate that quickly manifested into a societal poison. This is the
environment my young protagonist is growing up in, and I can only hope I managed to capture his
journey with truth and compassion.

xx
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- Train Sounds –
CHAPTER ONE

Sunday died in the late Texas spring. Mom was getting her four hours of allotted sleep, and I
thought it would be keen to take the Cutlass for a ride. Maybe head over to Sonic for a chocolate
shake, and some tots or something. My best bud, Chad, was game, ready to go in his ratty Goodwill
camo jacket and his Genesis t-shirt. Neither one of us knew that Jett the retriever mix was on the
loose. He’d slipped his collar and made the rounds, eating cat food left out by some of the resident
old ladies for the feral little beasts. I didn’t blame Jett. His owner was an old drunken recluse named
Del Rico. I sometimes wondered if that was even his real name. Not that it mattered. He spent his
time drinking up his welfare and disability checks and forgetting he had a dog, as far as I could tell.
Rumor had it that he had war wounds, but I couldn’t say for sure.
I pressed the accelerator and backed out a little too fast when I felt and heard the thump and
yelp. The old mutt must have been hiding from the heat behind the back tire.
Slamming the gear into park, I cut the ignition and leapt out to check the damage. Chad
climbed from the passenger’s seat, face pale, a booger whooshing in and out of one nostril as he
breathed.
Nausea rippled in my guts and I swallowed as it tried to burn up my throat. The dog’s pelvis
was crushed, blood-flecked foam oozing from the mouth. Shit and piss oozed from the other end.
“Oh man, oh shit, oh fuck…” Chad chanted, heading into babbling.
Jett breathed hard, eyes glassy, too weak to scream out again.
“We gotta get him to a vet!” Chad wiped at his nose with the back of one burly hand.
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I felt like my mouth was filled with cotton, while my heart tipped toward shattering in my
chest. Staring down at the animal, I blinked back the sting in my eyes. Chad didn’t need to see me
lose it.
“They won’t be able to help him.” My voice sounded and felt like I’d swallowed sand.
I turned on shaky legs, crossed the weed choked yard and took my five porch steps in two.
Mom was a sound sleeper, but I kept quiet anyway. I knew exactly what I needed and returned in less
than a minute.
Chad’s eyes bulged even more. “Oh shit. Oh fuck.”
“Don’t look.”
He continued to stare.
Pulling in a deep breath, I leveled the muzzle of the .22 at the dog’s head. My hand trembled
as I pressed the muzzle into his fur, and squeezed the trigger of the rifle. I imagined the small caliber
ricocheting and liquefying Jett’s poor confused and pain-riddled brain. I didn’t hear the sound though.
A passing freight train drowned out the pop in a mournful wail.
“FUCK!” My friend ended his rant on a high note, but that was lost as well.
“You have a tarp or old blanket or somethin’? We need a shovel too.” I tried to put some
authority into my tone, but the words still sounded weak. My head and my mouth sometimes enjoyed
an annoying disconnect.
He stared, mouth and lips working. A spot of drool dotted the corner, twinkling in the setting
sun.
I smacked him on the arm. Hard. He finally looked at me. I repeated my request even if it was
more of a demand. Normally I had more patience, but it took everything I had not to lose my shit too.
“Uh, yeah man. I could probably find…um…lemme go see…”
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Chad swiveled, tangling in his own big feet before righting himself. He lurched in the
direction of his trailer. It was in even worse condition than mine, with missing skirting and a broken
window blocked off with cardboard and duct tape.
I only hoped his dad wasn’t waiting in his cracked leather recliner with a Coors in hand to
heighten a pious, but sadistic streak.
I glanced around, fear and regret wrapping themselves around me in a snug cocoon. Part of
me expected some of the old cat ladies would be parting yellowed lacy curtains to stare out and make
their judgments. Or even worse, Del would choose this moment to notice his dog was missing and all
of a sudden pretend to be pet owner of the year. I had images of him coming after me with a shotgun
full of rock salt. Thing is, I couldn’t picture a face, just an imaginary body with a thick torso and
powerful arms.
At least, the darkness was edging onto my side. Lamps were planted at the front of each trailer
but if they worked at all, they were dim, covered with bug spatter and lending a yellowish-brown tint
to the glow.
Breaking from my little paralysis, I stepped over Jett to pop open the trunk of the Cutlass. The
rifle went inside for the time being and I rooted around for the emergency kit. Bingo. I flicked the
switch to make sure the batteries hadn’t up and croaked in the flashlight. I was rewarded with a strong
beam, which I switched off immediately.
I stared down at Jett for a long moment before I plopped my ass next to the dog’s carcass. Part
of me wanted to rest my hand on him, the other part, not so much. “I’m so sorry, buddy.”
It had been fast, at least. Probably didn’t know what the hell happened. I wondered how many
people could claim that at the end. To be oblivious in sleep or unconsciousness, or to see it rushing at
you with the ferocity of out-of-control semi. How many seconds do you have to think? Or do you?

3

Depressed, I gazed the direction of Chad’s departure, hoping I’d see his tall, awkward frame
loping my direction.
Nothing yet. No one else either, thank God. Darkness officially rolled down its shutters, but it
was early enough to worry about someone sweeping our driveway with their headlights and seeing
something they shouldn’t.
About sixty adults, and eleven kids lived here in the trailer park, not counting the handful of
brats and babies, so I wasn’t exactly being paranoid. We range in age from about nine up. I’m fifteen
and my best friend, Chad Holcomb, is eighteen. We’re both juniors in high school. Chad’s kind of
dumb thanks to his mother’s romance with Jim Beam a couple decades ago, so he was held back. I’m
kind of smart so I skipped a grade. I’m also smart enough to know it won’t make a damn bit of
difference. Chad doesn’t know that. I sometimes envy him.
We live about thirty miles from anything of interest. I live with my mom since her and my dad
split when I was only two. She drives about sixteen miles down the interstate to work at one of those
truck stop/travel stores for the night shift, comes home, sleeps and then goes to the local grocery for a
shift there.
It had been the same since I could remember. Two jobs, both just shy of full time. When I was
little, there’d been an old lady named Mrs. Zimmerman who lived a couple houses up who kept an
eye on me, but she’d died when I was nine. It had sucked. I’d actually like her. She’d made awesome
lemonade.
Since then, I’d been trusted on my own. I wasn’t perfect, but I could be a lot worse. Most of
the time, if I strayed into questionable territory, I was careful to hide it from Mom. She had enough to
deal with without taking on my bad decisions.
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Years of pretending things were A-okay had a way of wearing on you. I didn’t blame my
mom. She did the best she could, but I did feel that intermittent glowing ember of anger at my father.
I sometimes wondered if it would all blow up, or if it would all dissolve into nothingness. At this
point, it could go either way.
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CHAPTER TWO

My mind blanched, and I jerked to my feet when I heard the crunch of harried steps coming
this way. My heart did the mambo at the bottom of my throat, and my right eye burned from a sudden
bead of invading sweat.
“Mace?”
Relief pushed out my fear in a whoosh of breath. “Yeah, dude. I’m still here.”
“I got the stuff.” Chad huffed when he pulled out of his slow jog. “Brought some rope too.
Didn’t have to go inside. It was all in the shed.”
An orange tarp hung over one arm, the length of twine circled his shoulder and a rusty shovel
with a worn wooden handle was clasped in his right hand. He let the blade crunch into the gravel near
his foot.
“We gonna bury him?” Chad’s eyes shown a little too bright as he questioned the obvious.
He’d liked that dog. So had I.
“Yeah.”
We went about rolling the dog’s carcass into the tarp, mouth-breathing to take some of the
edge off the stench. I knotted the twine around it, hoping to hell there weren’t any openings left for
leaks. The idea of getting some of that stuff on me made bile rise and I thought for a second I might
puke. Pervasive swallowing curbed the urge.
Chad got the head and I got the ass end and we heaved poor Jett up. The dog’s weight shifted
inside the tarp, making him awkward to keep a grip on. He must have weighed sixty or so pounds.
That in itself was not that big of a deal, but dead and rolling weight is a different matter. It felt like
the old dog was squirming around and fighting off the inevitable. The thought made me pause,

6

wrinkles of nausea passing through my gut again. Gritting my teeth, I fisted my hands into the
crinkling material. Using a dug-out section under the fence, we scooted under, pulling and pushing
our load into woods just east of the trailer park.
In a sick sort of way, I was happy he was big and cumbersome. I had to plan my movements
and steps to keep the dog from hitting the ground in an oozing, crumbling mess. It helped push back
the rabid horrified thoughts biting into my brain.
The undergrowth was thick and land uneven as we lugged our burden. Mosquitos landed and
sucked while cicadas added a little background music as they went about their bug lives of attracting
the girls, screwing them, and then going off to die. It was like wading through warm soup but instead
of veggies and pasta, creeping and flying bugs floated around us instead.
Sweat leaked into my eyes, burning them to a blur when Chad dropped his end.
A low moan escaped the tarp and he jumped back, eyes wide in the trace moonlight sifting
between the clouds and trees.
“Holy shit!” He was wise enough to hold back the bark of fear that no doubt wanted to
surface, so the oath escaped in a low hiss.
I swallowed back my persistent nausea. My mouth felt dry, tongue thick and fuzzy. “S’okay.
It’s normal.”
At least I thought it was from movies, and what I’d read.
He continued to stare at the lump at his feet, frozen in some kind of disbelieving haze. His
eyes looked ready to pop out of his head and make a beeline for a better life. It started to piss me off.
“Not turning into a zombie, Chad. Pick him up and let’s get this over with already.”
With the enthusiasm of a man facing the gallows, he crouched down to take his end. He set
his face to stone, despite the obvious discomfort threatening to leak in from around the edges.
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We’d spent eight years exploring these woods together, but the night trickery and grim task
had me rethinking every step. Train tracks to north. Highway about a half-mile south. Trailer park
east and river west. As long as we didn’t start walking in circles, it would be okay.
The clearing was just ahead and I hoped I could find a spot devoid of thick roots with little
limestone.
I made a guess and we traded off between digging and flashlight duty. When it was my turn in
the hole, I had the ominous thought I was digging my own grave. I really needed to cut back on
horror movies.
Chad’s face floated above me, light from the moon bleaching his already pallid complexion
even paler, shadowing his eyes into dark sockets. He looked dead. I yanked my gaze away and
concentrated on the task at hand.
The soil was compact from a draught that could never quite be quenched when the only rain
we seemed to ever get was the type that smacked down in violent missiles, only to run off and
disappear into the sewers. As a result, most of the greenery in south central Texas came in more of a
wheat color.
“I’ll do some diggin’ for a bit.”
I didn’t argue. Dropping the shovel, I crawled out of the hole, breathing hard. My Van Halen
t-shirt glued itself to my chest and back with sweat. Digging Jett’s grave was taking a hell of a lot
longer than I would have figured, but then again, I had nothing to compare it to. It wasn’t like I’d ever
buried a body in the woods before, nor was it something I would’ve considered a lifelong goal.
Sitting with my legs crisscrossed, I held the flashlight while Chad took his turn.
With the exception of heavy breath whooshing in and out, he worked silently, face tense,
tongue pressing against his upper lip. Sometimes I forgot how focused he could get, whether it was

8

while he was working on a car model, figuring out a math problem, or digging a grave. I think it was
his way of blocking out the world from the ground up.
A pretty large root interfered with the perfect hole but we dug around it, figuring there’d be
enough room for Jett. The dog was starting to get a little stiff but wasn’t quite hard enough we
couldn’t squish him a little if necessary. I was just glad he hadn’t been a Mastiff, Great Dane or
something.
A little over three feet down I called it quits. I wasn’t sure it was deep enough but fatigue
kicked in, plus I could smell the tang of rain in the air. I just wanted to get the hell of there already.
Chad used the shovel and I used my hands to push dirt back in. Twigs and sharp stones
scratched and ripped at my flesh, but it wasn’t long before we were done. Just for good measure, I
found a couple of decent sized rocks to place on the grave to discourage any wild critters from trying
to dig the old dog up.
We stood over it, heaving breaths in and out, made harder by the syrup of humidity. Chad’s
sand-colored hair looked stringy with sweat and I imagined mine didn’t look much better.
“Should we say somethin’?” Chad didn’t look at me, eyes still fastened to the sunken bit of
earth before us.
“Um…” What could I say about an animal I caused the death of? “Uh, I’m really sorry Jett. I
didn’t mean to run you over. You’re probably better off than you were living with--”
The sound of the train whistle drowned out my spur of the moment eulogy. It was probably
for the best. I wasn’t so good at the sentimental stuff.
We trudged back, bugs still keeping us company for food and for sport, sticks snapping under
the weight snug in our tennis shoes. I hoped no ticks crawled up the legs of my jeans. Ahead I could
just make out dim light wavering from one of the trailers when Chad spoke.
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“Are we gonna be judged Mace?”
It took me a second to figure what he was saying, but the fear steeped in his voice should have
clued me in right away.
“No, man. It was the right thing.”
I pushed my fingers through my hair, grit rubbing against my scalp. Chad had been brought
up with religion. His parents were fond of the whole spare the rod, spoil the child crap. I think they
used it as an excuse to whoop him and his little sister, but his folks never cared to ask what I thought.
“Doesn’t feel like it.” He muttered, face long in the greyish light of the rising moon.
“He was suffering. Hell, he was suffering before I backed over him. Remember how he
moved? All stiff and that? That was bad arthritis. How old was he anyway? Could have been twelve
or thirteen. That’s pretty old for a big dog.”
“I suppose.” He shrugged but didn’t sound convinced.
It was the best I could do.
Neither one of us said much after that, both chewing on our own dark thoughts I figured. I
know mine were off the rails. I’d never killed anything before and I know Chad practiced catch and
release for bugs that got inside his house.
It was close to eleven when we finished trudging back home. Save for a few trailers, most
lights were out, their residents tucked in for the night waiting to start a new day where nothing
changes.
“See ya.” Chad plodded back toward his place, head down, hands pushed deep in the pockets
of the jacket he wore regardless of season or temperature.
“Chad?”
He turned, blinking at me in the dull light. “Yeah?”
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“We haven’t done anything wrong.” Even as I said it, I wasn’t so sure. I just didn’t want him
to think anything different.
His smile flickered just a little, but it seemed grateful. He turned his back on me and headed
home, steps slow, shoulders hunched.
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CHAPTER THREE

I watched him for a second before remembering to remove the gun from my mom’s trunk and
climbing the steps to the porch. Toeing off my sneakers, I left them outside and pulled the screen
door open, cringing at the screech. Tomorrow I’d squirt some grease into the hinge.
I wondered if and when this thing with the dog would come back to bite me in the ass. My
house was toward the back of the park, near the train tracks and it had been getting dark. It didn’t
seem likely anyone would have seen anything, but shit happens. Not that I would have changed
anything. On most levels I knew my actions hadn’t been wrong, but life was filled with too many
damned moral conflicts.
Pulling the door shut behind me, I stepped into the little entry, and crossed the living room to
the kitchen. It wasn’t a huge place, and despite the worn furniture, it was clean and comfortable. I slid
down the hall to put the rifle back before heading to the kitchen. The fridge sported a new pitcher of
sweet tea and I guzzled two glassfuls before setting the coffee maker for mom. I put enough granules
in there to keep a narcoleptic awake for a week. She was going to need it.
A pile of mail had been tossed onto the center of the kitchen table and without thinking too
much on it, I poked it with a finger to fan the individual pieces out. Just bills, advertisements and one
letter, creased like it had been once crumpled and then smoothed out. It was addressed to mom, but
the return label indicated the last name Slaughter, first initial “I.” My dad, Ian. Surprised, I picked it
up, finding it unopened. If he’d bothered to send a check, I would have thought my mom would have
opened it, at least. Weird.
“Hi honey.” I jumped when she burst from the hallway in a cloud of steam and body wash,
toweling at her short dark hair. My face prickled with heat, like I’d been caught cheating on
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homework or looking at a porno or something. Truth be told, I’d considered opening the letter, but
dropped it instead.
She didn’t seem to notice.
“Hey, mom.” I rearranged the pile of mail and took a step away to wander into the living
room and lower my butt onto the overstuffed taupe sofa. Grabbing the remote, I clicked on the TV for
distraction. An old black and white movie with Jimmy Cagney met my gaze. I liked classic movies,
which made me a little bit of a freak in my age group. I liked the glimpse they gave of a world before
me. “Got the coffee going.”
“Thanks.” She bustled into the kitchen to throw her lunch together. Without looking I knew
what it would be: avocado and tomato on wheat, a banana, bottle of tea and a granola bar for her midshift snack. It was always the same. I had a hard time figuring how she survived on so little. I wasn’t
fat, but I probably ate three times as much as she did.
She left her lunch on the bar separating the eat-in kitchen from the living room and walked
quickly back toward the bathroom, glancing at me with a small tense smile before it fell from her
face. Stopping, she stared at me, lips forming one straight line, and brow furrowing. “Why are you
filthy?”
“Walked up to the Circle K with Chad.” The lie slid easily enough, after all, that had been the
original plan.
“Did you army crawl the entire way?” A tiny smile pulled up the side of her mouth and I
smiled back.
“Nah, short cut through the woods.” It wasn’t untrue. The woods part at least. “Tripped on a
root and took a header.”
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Her gaze sharpened as unfamiliar disapproving light entered her dark eyes. “You know how I
feel about you guys traipsing through there. Especially at night.” Usually she said it in tease, but she
often liked to point out the dangers of homeless men living near the tracks and rabid raccoons.
“Sorry. It was getting late and we just wanted to get back already.”
“Please, just…don’t.” Mom swiveled and hustled back to the bathroom. A moment later, the
hair dryer whirred to life.
I stared after her for a second, confusion and more than a little concern creeping into my gut.
My mild-mannered mother was crackling and popping with tension. It was weird. She was prone to
depression here and there, but snappy wasn’t the norm. I couldn’t help but think it was Dad’s letter.
Just great.
She returned a few minutes later, hair dried, teased and sprayed. “Okay hun, I’ll see you
tomorrow. Don’t stay up too late, okay?”
“Sure.”
A small tumbleweed of bundled and nervous energy, she turned to grab her lunch and purse,
and hastened for the door.
“Mom?”
“Yeah, hun?”
Her dark eyes were wide with expectation and I gave myself an internal kick in the head for
stopping her. “Never mind. It’s nothing. Just be careful.”
She stared at me for another beat, her brow crinkling just a little. “Okay. See you tomorrow.”
I heard the reluctant roar of the Cutlass a couple minutes later.
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CHAPTER FOUR

Monday morning had brought more humidity, a sun that hid behind the clouds before popping
out in a fiery blast and no Chad. I hoped to hell he didn’t admit anything to anyone in his family.
The school bus came and I climbed on under the suspicious gaze of the driver. Pink scalp
peeked from beneath black hair speckled with iron, thick glasses magnified watery brownish eyes and
his eyebrows seemed determined to not only connect with one another but creep over to meet his
sideburns as well. I nodded and smiled and he continued to glower.
“Hey Mace, where’s your retard? Did you forget his leash?”
Dylan Moore was a redneck asshole who thought his observations and wit were profound. He
was also a two-hundred pound linebacker, so I tried to ignore him for the most part. However, it
didn’t keep me from imagining lighting his balls on fire with hairspray and a Bic.
He laughed a laugh that bordered more on a guffaw and his seatmate followed suit after a
short pause. Jake Carpenter wasn’t much for independent thought when he was around Dylan.
I passed by, the ball lighting vivid in my head. It made me smirk and he frowned.
“What are you laughing at, dickhead?” Dylan started to rise but the heavy clearing of the bus
driver’s throat made him sit back down.
“Just a rumor I heard.” I whispered as I passed, unsure why I did what I did sometimes.
“And what rumor was that?” The boy clenched his jaw and his heavy brow bunched up.
“It’ll just make you feel weird.”
He stared, his lip creeping up to show a glint of tooth, so I pretended to heave a heavy sigh.
“Okay, okay. I just heard you popped a boner when Kyle Langley walked into the showers last week.
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I mean, for a dude, he’s not bad looking. And I want you to know that there’s absolutely nothing
wrong with that, you know? Different strokes for different folks, right?”
I know I probably deserved that pop in the eye, but at least the back half of the bus got a good
laugh at that asshole’s expense. It was a crap insult, but I couldn’t think of anything better at the time.
I found it painful and ironic that something like that was considered the greatest insult a guy could
suffer.
***

Chad leaned against my locker, trying to look casual but jittering too much to pull it off. A
thin sheen of sweat fought a patchy mustache for dominance on his upper lip and I frowned. “What’s
up dude? Where were you this morning?”
“Uh, I think I forgot to set my alarm.”
“Your mom must have been pissed.”
He shrugged one thick shoulder. His mom was always pissed at him, and if there happened to
be a few milliseconds when she wasn’t, his father would take up the slack. “I guess, but I don’t pay
attention much.”
I figured that was mental self-defense on his part, and I nodded.
“I did run into - ” He stopped and blinked hard at me. “What happened to your eye?”
The shiner had settled in nicely. Kind of looked like dusk on the eve of a storm. “Nothin’. Just
me and my mouth. So, who did you run into? You look ready to piss yourself.”
“I saw Skeet at the bus stop.”
“So?” Skeet, aka, Norman, was a part-time student, a part-time landscaper, and a full-time
drug dealer. He was kind of whacked, but I liked him. Occasionally I did errands for him. Payment
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either came in a fragment of merchandise, or in a couple of wadded up bills. I had nothing against
pot, but money was preferable any day of the week. Most of the time, I kept a little for myself and
partially filled the fridge. I always claimed yardwork for the old ladies in the trailer park when, and if,
Mom questioned. It wasn’t untrue, at least, part of the time.
“He said the cops were poking around today.” He lowered his voice into a scratchy whisper.
“Not exactly a shock, Chad.” It wouldn’t surprise me if some residents of Palmetto Trailer
Court had records of some sort or another. This was not news.
“What if they find out?”
I would have sighed but didn’t want to hurt his feelings. “I’m sure they’ve got better things to
do than check up on missing pets. Besides, we put him out of his misery. It was the right thing to do.”
“Couldn’t Del press charges? I mean, Jett was his dog.”
“From everything I’ve ever heard, I don’t think he’d bother. Dog didn’t even have a license
that I ever saw.” Besides, I had gotten the impression that Del Rico was more of a ‘taking justice into
his own hands’ kind of guy. I’d heard he’d gotten into a bar fight a few years back and busted a bottle
against the other dude’s face. I wasn’t about to say that out loud though. “Did he see them at Del’s
trailer or something?”
Chad’s forehead furrowed as he searched his memory. “Um, I don’t think so.”
“Did they knock at Skeet’s place? Probably shit his shorts.”
“No, I don’t think so.” Chad shook his head and pushed away from the locker. It complained
with a resounding bong. “But he said they went to the Bennet and Sanchez places. Headed toward
more, but those were the ones he actually saw.”
I frowned. “What the hell would they want with them?”
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The Bennets were a multi-generational family that I occasionally mowed the lawn for: little
kid, teen mom and her grandma, and the Sanchezs’ were a young couple with a baby. The few
exchanges I’d had with them had been pleasant enough.
My gut told me Chad was all out of sorts over something that had nothing to do with a dead
dog. If I was patient, he’d spill it, probably sooner than later. Turning, I pulled my chemistry and trig
books out, very aware finals were barreling toward me and I still had that damned poem to write to
complete my portfolio for English. Maybe I shouldn’t have cared about my grades, but I did. Despite
the pessimism hanging around me like a second but ill-fitting skin, I sometimes tried to remind
myself I could only go up.
“Probably checking with everyone cuz maybe Del’s on the war path.” Chad bit his lip and
shifted his weight from foot to foot.
“I haven’t heard anything.” He probably hasn’t even noticed his pet was missing. “Why do
you think he’s on the warpath? More importantly, and this is a big one. Do you really think someone
like Del would mess it up with the police?”
Chad blinked, slow, like his thoughts most of the time. He shrugged, which stood as one of his
top answers to anything.
I pushed the text books into my backpack and threw it over my shoulder, steadying myself
under the weight. “Don’t worry about it dude. Whatever it is, it’s got nothing to do with Jett.”
“How do you know?”
“Call it intuition.”
He stared at me, seemed to consider, and nodded.
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I pivoted to merge into the throng of students heading for all available exits. Weaving
through, I managed not to make contact with anyone. Chad followed behind, jostled on all sides
because he was bigger than the norm. Or maybe I was just better at dodging.
The frenzy was heightened by the looming promise of summer vacation. Student chattering
reached a crescendo of who was doing what, when, where, how much, with whom and how they’d
get away with it.
Intense sunlight smacked me in the face when I pushed through the double doors to hoof it
toward the buses. In just those few moments, I felt it burning against my face, drawing out a tickle of
sweat. Once summer was in full swing, the sun would be intent on fusing flesh to bones.
Although I’d been born into it, I didn’t like the heat. Someday I hoped to head north and leave
it behind. Maybe even into Canada and leave all this sameness behind. I allowed the fantasy on
occasion but worried the reality would be much less adventurous and much more complacent.
The thought bothered me a lot. Someone like me couldn’t afford to be complacent.
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CHAPTER FIVE

From the back of the bus, the sound of Rick Morton’s boom box echoed with power strands of
Def Leppard as I climbed up the steps first and Chad followed behind. I could tell he’d tensed up,
expecting Dylan Moore to be a douchebag to him. I wasn’t sure if that was going to be an issue this
time though.
Sure enough when we passed him and his remora-like friend, he muttered “Asshole.”. Dylan
said nothing more, just stared out the window, muscles popping in his jaw. He looked humiliated and
pissed off at the same time. Even Jake stayed quiet, too busy drawing big boobs on the tennis girl
printed on his yellow Pee Chee folder.
I ignored him and swung into a seat two rows from the back. Chad plopped down next to me
a second later, his expression crunched up with confusion.
“That was weird.”
“What was weird?” I glanced over at him and pretended I didn’t know what he was talking
about.
“Dylan.” He lowered his voice. “He didn’t say anything to me. Seems he can’t wait to be a
dick whenever he sees me.”
“Maybe he had a change of heart and decided to turn over a new leaf.” I smirked, and
wondered if I was able to pull it off. “I heard he started volunteering at the hospital, and brings toys to
sick kids.”
“Really?”
“No, man.” I shook his head. “I’m joshing you. He might be contemplating his asshole-ish
behavior though.”
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“I wonder why. Seemed sudden.” An idea seemed to dawn on him and he looked at me a little
more closely. “Wait. What happened? Did you do something?”
I considered playing dumb, but sighed instead. “He pissed me off this morning.”
“Then why are you the one with the black eye?”
I cracked up for a good minute before getting a hold of myself. Chad watched me, a confused
smile floating around his mouth and eyes. “The million dollar question, huh?”
“So?”
I lowered my voice and Chad leaned toward me to hear over the roar of other students. “He
said somethin’ about you, like he always does, and I kinda shot off my mouth before I really thought
about it. It was a shit insult, so he socked me. I guess I had it coming.”
“Whatcha say?”
“I called him something no football player in the state of Texas wants to be called. Probably
anywhere for that matter.”
“What’s that?”
I stared at him and he stared back. I’d hoped he’d be able to read between the lines. When he
didn’t say anything, I held back another sigh.
“I called him gay.”
“He’s a fuckin’ homo?”
I kept my face blank. Barely. “I doubt it, but I shouldn’t have said it. Couldn’t think of
anything better at the time, though.”
Horror and disgust sunk into Chad’s features, and I felt everything curl up and tighten inside
me. “For his sake, I’m glad he’s not.”
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“What difference does it make?” An edge touched my voice, but I couldn’t help it. I cleared
my throat to disguise it.
“Are you kidding? Gay people go to hell. They’re unnatural.” Disgust coated his words. “My
dad said AIDS is their punishment.”
A wicked spiral of temper fused with terror soared through me, but I clamped it down. “Your
dad doesn’t know as much as he thinks he does. Besides AIDS isn’t just a gay thing.”
I guess I was lucky nothing else flew out my mouth. I turned away and stared out the window.
Familiar sights met my bleak gaze – the K-Mart, Pizza Hut, Uncle John’s Automotive, Taco Cabana,
a few office parks, and Sunset Bowl. It was boring, but comforting in a sad sort of way. I shouldn’t
have let myself get so riled up. I should have kept my mouth shut.
“What’s the matter?” Chad’s lowered voice and stuttered words sounded more confused than
anything else. At least the disgust was gone.
“I don’t know. I think I’m just really pent up, you know, with what happened, and now my
mom’s acting a little weird.”
“Weird? What d’ya mean?”
Happy that he took the bait and switched subjects, I shrugged. “I think my dad’s pissing her
off again, but she hasn’t shared just yet.”
“Oh. She shouldn’t get so upset, ya know? I mean, they’ve been divorced a long time, right?”
“Yeah. He’s just the only one on the planet that can get to her. She thinks he’s a six foot baby,
but tries not to talk to me about it. All in the name of good relations, of course.” It was true. I think in
a weird sort of way, they still loved one another, but Mom couldn’t handle being Dad’s babysitter, as
well as my mother. When I spent rare time with him, I’d kind of see where she was coming from, and
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then forget about it until next time. At this point, I didn’t know when “next time” would be. I hadn’t
seen him in over two years, and the last time was only an hour or two when he was passing through.
“Well, I guess you don’t have to listen to them scream at one another at least. It sucks.” Chad
dropped his gaze to his sleeve and picked at the worn edge. “My folks like to yell at one another
because of me.”
I wasn’t sure what to say. It seems he was always the subject of his parent’s bitterness and it
pissed me off no end. It wasn’t his fault he was born a little off. He was a good guy and a thoughtful
human being. They should consider themselves lucky, instead, they bitched all the time.
“And my Dad gave me an ulta, um, ultamade, I mean, a choice.” Chad cleared his throat and
looked back up at me, eye to eye, which was unusual.
“What about?”
“He wants me to join the army or marines or somethin’.”
I stared at him. As far as I was concerned, Chad should be the last person to join the Army or
whatever. He couldn’t even kill a fire ant, and those things are bitey little bastards. “No way.”
He nodded, light brown eyes sober. “Yeah. Guess he thinks it’ll make a man outta me.”
“You’re 18. He can’t make you do anything.”
The bus rumbled to the second from last stop, and a few kids climbed off the bus, and
dispersed in all directions like dandelion seeds.
“If I want a place to live, he can.” Chad sunk further into the green vinyl of the bus seat. “Shit,
Mace. I don’t know what to do.”
“Does he even know about the plan?” Chad was nuts about old muscle cars and wanted to
learn how to rebuild and take care of them. He was good with his hands. His shop grades attested to
it. Too bad his parents only looked at the C’s and D’s in his other classes.
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“I don’t think he’d care.”
“How about your mom?”
He nibbled on the corner of his thumb nail. “Maybe, but I don’t know for sure.”
“Maybe you can try to get a job, or something. You know, make it look like you’re trying, at
least.”
“Sure.” He twisted his face into a grimace. “Who’d hire me?”
Compassion soaked into me at my friend’s lack of self-worth. “I know you can get a job.”
He shrugged again, but tensed a moment later. His expression slid from ‘Woe is me’ to ‘Oh
shit!’ “Uh, why are Dylan and Jake still on the bus? Did they miss their stop or something?”
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CHAPTER SIX

‘Or something’ was right. I guessed I should have figured Dylan would want immediate
retribution.
Jake looked over his shoulder and grinned at us, but his buddy didn’t bother. He was no doubt
trying to figure out which of my kidneys to pull out through my nose first.
Well, shit. I’d been trying to figure out what to tell my mom about my black eye, and had
finally decided on me getting smacked in the eye during a game of slaughter ball in P.E. Any further
damage to my face, and she wasn’t going to buy it. “Fuck.”
Chad looked at me, and pressed his lips together, a grim light in his eyes. “My mom’s going
to kill me if I get in a fight.”
That wouldn’t surprise me. The last time he got in a fight, he’d been suspended for a week,
and the kid riding him had earned a quick trip to the emergency room. The only reason Chad hadn’t
been expelled is several kids, and one teacher, had reported that he’d been provoked. Not that that
had mattered at Chad’s house.
“Just keep your dukes up and protect your face. Your folks won’t even notice.”
“Not funny, Mace.” A tiny smile quirked at the side of his mouth before disappearing.
He’d never admit it, but I was pretty damn sure he’d enjoyed kicking that one kid’s ass, and
wouldn’t be averse to doing it again. The guy who wouldn’t intentionally hurt a kid, animal, or bug
didn’t hold the same regard for other humans our size. Especially ones he considered douchebags.
Breaks squealed when the bus lurched to a stop at the front entrance of Palmetto Count.
Several little kids bounded off first before Chad and I looked at one another, and got to our feet. We
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ignored Dylan and Jake when we passed them, but I felt, rather than heard both guys rise and follow
us.
“Hey, you two!” The bus driver directed his query behind us. “You don’t normally get off at
this stop. You doze off or something?”
“No, sir. We were just talking and forgot ourselves.” The lie sounded reasonable with butter
on it, but I could practically hear Dylan’s silent sneer. “Sorry.”
“You don’t have to apologize to me. I ain’t the one walking.”
“We’re young and spry. No sweat.” Jake’s nasal voice twanged with his East Texas drawl.
Most folks in Central Texas shared a milder accent than the outskirts, so it stood out. If I turned to
look, I was pretty sure the humid air around him would be vibrating.
The bus driver grunted, and pulled away, gravel crunching and popping beneath the tires.
I should have expected it, but the sudden shove caught be off guard and I almost took a header
into the macadam at the top of the main driveway. Regaining my balance, I swiveled around. My jaw
clenched and I fisted my hands.
Dylan grinned and widened his stance. “Shall I kick the shit out of you here or did you want
some privacy?”
“You want privacy with us, huh?” I looked at Chad with a slow smile, one he didn’t return.
“Hear that? Maybe what I heard was true.”
“Fuck you!”
“Oh, it gets even better. Dude, you’re just not my type. You need to accept it.” I goaded him
again before I could stop myself. I was pretty sure I heard Chad sigh this time.
Dylan charged me. I slipped to the side and stuck out a foot, but he caught the edge of my
shoulder and we both went down in a tangle of limbs. Out of the corner of my eye, I glimpsed Jake
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making a run at Chad, who swatted him away like an afterthought. My attention shifted back to Dylan
as he rolled to his feet and kicked me. The blow to my ribs hazed red before my eyes and I tried to
blink it away as fast as I could before the next strike.
My t-shirt ripped when he hauled me to my feet, but I managed to take a swing and connect
with his ear. Satisfaction rippled through me at his grunt of pain but didn’t last when my lip split open
under his class ring and I landed on my ass again.
“Okay, you little shitheads. Knock it off!” A voice, low and growling, needled its way through
Dylan’s squawk when I rolled and lashed out with a solid kick to his knee.
The formidable thunk of something with heft connecting with the macadam made us all stop
and look.
A man stood between us and the late afternoon sun. It swathed him in shadow, but the threat
in his voice, and the thick walking stick in his right hand, kept our attention. Gooseflesh crept up the
back of my neck and I glanced over at Chad. He’d almost paled into nothingness.
“Stupid little shitheads. If there’s going to be blood, you should go out in the woods where no
one can see you killing one another.” He thunked the stick again. “Grow some brains.”
The man wandered off, his long shadow trailing behind to add several feet to his height. The
slam of the stick against macadam echoed around him. About twenty yards away, he stopped by the
mailboxes and turned to watch us. His silence was somehow creepier than his growl and rolled over
us in pervasive waves.
“Fuck off, ladies.” Dylan limped away without looking back. Jake followed, wiping blood
from his chin.
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I pushed to my feet and pressed the back of my hand against my busted lip. Bright red smears
appeared across my knuckles. When I glanced at Chad, he stared back, his clothes and persona
untouched by his non-fight, his face still bleached from fear.
The man’s figure stood still a few more seconds, before shifting to clunk back toward his
trailer.
I think that was the first time I’d truly seen Del Rico.
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CHAPTER SEVEN

When I climbed the back steps to my place, I did it with less exuberance than usual. My ribs
hurt like hell, sure, but I had taken note that our Cutlass was in our parking space. Mom was home,
and there was no way in hell I’d be able to slip by her. I couldn’t even think of a convincing lie, and
knew I’d be stuck telling her the truth, well, most of it at least. I was still kind of reeling because of
the Del Rico sighting, such as it was, so my thought patterns were a little more disjointed than usual. I
think Chad may have almost peed himself, but the plain fact was that Del said nothing to us about his
missing dog. Seemed like we might be in the clear.
I pulled in a deep breath, winced at the ache on my left side, and stepped into the short back
hallway. There were more pressing problems currently sitting in my lap.
“Mace?” Her voice floated back to me, a little blurred by the sound of General Hospital, or
whatever soap she was watching. They were one of her admitted vices, and she’d often set the VCR
to tape them.
“Yeah, mom.”
“Can you come here for a second? I wanted to talk to you about something.” She didn’t sound
mad, just guarded and a little annoyed. It was the same tone she always used when she talked about
my dad.
I hesitated, but plodded forward a moment later. Whatever it was she wanted to talk to me
about would be pushed back by a tough talk, and a bag of frozen vegetables.
“Jesus Christ, Mason!”
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Despite my best casual air, I could feel a flush burning up my face under her direct scrutiny.
No one liked to be caught, but I always had a hard time meeting my mom’s eyes when they held that
weird light of disappointment.
Without another word, she directed me to the corner of the couch and went in search of
medicinal supplies, including iodine, Band Aids and the anticipated frozen bag of peas and carrots.
She cleaned a scrape on my cheek I didn’t remember getting, and I bit back a strident stream of
profanity.
She jerked a brow, but kept her expression level. “So, kiddo, what does the other guy look
like?”
The coolness of the vegetables eased my fat lip, and some Tylenol muted the ache in my ribs.
Of course, she didn’t know about that, and I wasn’t about to show her. “Probably better than me.”
She shook her head, short dark hair swaying against her chin. “Not sure what you’re trying to
prove.”
“The guy’s a real douchebag. He’s always hassling Chad.”
“Maybe Chad needs to learn to take care of his own problems.” She stuck a Band-Aid over
the worst part of the scrape.
“It would have been two to one.” Even as the words slipped between my lips, I could hear my
own defensiveness. Chad hadn’t had a mark on him, and I wasn’t sure if it would have even made a
difference if I hadn’t been there.
My mom grunted, pushed the first aid kit toward the middle of the coffee table, and stretched
out her legs. I followed suit, and waited for the quiet to break.
“Have you talked to your dad?”
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I looked over at her in surprise, but she didn’t face me. She gazed at the TV, but didn’t seem
to be absorbing what she saw. Her clenched jaw throbbed in resolve.
“Um, maybe a couple of weeks ago? I’m not really sure.”
She nodded and reached over to pull a pack of Pall Malls off the end table. She tapped one out
and a moment later, smoke plumed toward the ceiling. I frowned at her, and she either didn’t notice,
or pretended not to.
“Did he say anything to you?”
“About what?”
A tiny smile pulled at one side of her mouth, but there was nothing happy about it. “Of course,
he didn’t.”
Temper thumped at my temples, and I took a full breath. “You tell me. You know as well as I
do that Dad has the maturity of a goat’s ass.”
Fighting a smirk, she took another drag of her cigarette and blew it up into the stratosphere.
She turned to look me in the eye. “He wants you to come visit him this summer.”
Disbelief was my first full reaction. I didn’t have any clear memories of staying with him, so
the whole idea felt like fiction. “Why?”
Mom choked on her smoke, and smiled at me despite her tearing eyes. “That’s exactly what I
asked him! He barely takes an interest, and then all of a sudden – ”
She stopped herself from completing the thought. As long as I could remember, she tried to
hold herself to the ‘no badmouthing the ex’ rule. Tried was the key word. Sometimes her anger and
frustration spilled over despite good intentions.
“Mom?” I raised one brow but stopped. It was a talent that I hadn’t inherited from her. “What
else? There has to be a reason he’s feeling extra fatherly.”
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She nodded, went to take another pull off her cigarette, but changed her mind and stubbed it
out in the makeshift Pyrex ashtray. “Yeah, there is. He’s getting married again, Mace. He wants you
to hang out with him for some father and son bonding before the wedding. Apparently, it’s going to
be small, but he wants you to be his best man.”
I opened my mouth and closed it again. Everything felt upside down and backward. “Huh?”
“Hold on, hold on. He’s telling her he works for the bad guy.” Mom waved a quieting hand at
me and stared at a disgustingly attractive couple on her soap. I was forgotten for a good thirty seconds
while she caught up on her favorite soap couple. “Okay. Whew, that was tough!”
“Mom?!”
“Oh. Sorry honey. My brain feels like it’s earning some major points in a pinball machine
these days. Duh duh duh duh duh! Whoop, whoop! Oh. Sorry. Anyway.” She swung back toward me,
her moment of playfulness gone. “That’s the deal. That’s what your dad has requested.”
“I don’t think – ”
“I’ve been thinking about this a lot, Mason.” She cut me off. “It’s been tough, without a
doubt, but I really wonder if this would be a good thing for you.”
I stared at her, a little confused.
“Maybe you should hang out with your dad for a bit. It might do you some good.” She stared
at me, her dark eyes melding with my blue ones. “Seriously, Mace. I think you could benefit from an
adult male in your life, even if it is just your dad.”
At that precise moment, it occurred to me that I’d never felt so very alone before.
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CHAPTER EIGHT

The kid stood on her front lawn eyeballing me and I eyeballed her right back.
A few seconds later, the little girl giggled and hid behind her mother’s legs. Little grubby
fingers clutched at the mom’s jeans, flexing into the denim.
“She likes boys, but she’s shy.” The mom rested a hand on the kid’s blonde head and looked
at me with a tired smile. They stood in their front yard, just in front of the sagging wooden porch.
I wasn’t sure what to say. The exchange felt awkward, like I’d done something wrong, but I
knew I hadn’t.
Pamela Bennet was a few years older than me. She’d been a junior when I was a freshman and
had gotten knocked up by the homecoming king who’d since escaped to college on the east coast. I’d
heard the guy’s parents sent money but didn’t want anything to do with the kid, so Pam and her
daughter lived with her grandmother, the same grandmother who’d asked me to come by after school
to mow the lawn. She was a nice lady and usually good for twenty bucks or so.
“Um, yeah, well. She’s a cute kid.” Not completely untrue, but I didn’t often pay attention to
little kids. They may as well be tiny aliens as far as I was concerned.
“Thanks.” Pamela continued to stand there with the kid, while I started to run through my
catalogue of excuses to bail on the old lady’s request. I hated feeling awkward, but at the same time, I
wanted the money. I hadn’t decided if I was going to go stay with my dad or not, but a little bit of
extra cash in my pocket would never be unwelcome.
“Guess Siobhan and I should go get out of your way.”
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Rumor had it she’d named the kid after someone in a girl group. Outside of asking, there was
no way to confirm and I wasn’t about to do that. “Yeah, I guess. Your grandma wanted the lawn done
and I still have some studying to do too, with finals and all.”
I still felt kind of pent up, like I wanted to pull my muscles right out from beneath my flesh.
For now, the best I could do was burn it off with some physical work.
She nodded, taking the kid by the hand and heading toward the front steps of the little single
wide trailer. Pam turned to look at me just before reaching for the door knob. “I think I might go
back.”
“Go back?”
Her face reddened. “I mean, I might go back and finish high school. Or at least get my GED.”
“Um, that’s cool.”
“I’m not a bad person, Mace.”
I gazed at her for several moments. She was blonde and pretty, but dark shadows in and
around her eyes added wariness reminiscent of someone much older. It was a shame she’d had to
shift from being a kid to being an adult by just one questionable decision. “I never thought you were.”

She smiled and I managed to return it without feeling overly plastic. A second later, she
turned and opened the door to the trailer. I heard Bob Seger waft out from within.
“Hey, Pam.”
Hesitating, she gazed at me, the little smile still on her lips. “Yeah?”
“I heard the cops came to your place last week?” I’m not sure why I asked. Maybe Chad’s
paranoia was seeping into me.
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She frowned and a tiny crease appeared between her brows. It then smoothed. “Oh yeah, they
did. My grandmother’s old biddies were talking about it last night – um, they play bridge. Anyway, I
think that kid, Raymond … um … I don’t remember his last name, but he’s in middle school I think. I
guess he ran away again. The old ladies put out some flyers.”
I tried to picture the kid. The image wavered and shifted, finally putting itself together like a
second hand jigsaw puzzle missing some pieces. If I remembered right, he was the kid who stood
away from everyone. He was on the small side, with a pale face and pale hair. He also never made
eye contact, kind of like a miniature version of Chad. Sadness snaked through me.
“Okay. Thanks. I was just curious.”
“Sure. See you.” The door snicked shut behind her.
“See ya.” Climbing into the open shed, I wrestled with the lawn mower to maneuver it out
from its packed confines. Unwrapping the cord, I glanced up when a shadow passed several feet
away. My joints suddenly seemed stuck together with super glue.
Del Rico walked toward the outer road, his gait one foot slide after another, wobbling here
and there. He stopped and slowly swung his head toward me. His eyes were hidden behind mirrored
lenses, hair long and pulled back in a sloppy braid. Several days-worth of beard growth coated his
jaw and he wore faded jeans, a tank top revealing ropey arms starting to soften, and green, turtle
shaped slippers. I tried not to look at his slippers, worrying I might laugh. Some mobility returned to
my limbs, but I still didn’t move.
He stopped and seemed to study me through his sunglasses for several long moments and I
had to remind myself to at least pull in some shallow breaths. They seemed loud, and echoed in my
ears.
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Without a word, the man continued onward in the direction of the mailboxes. His slippers
made soft slapping sounds to contrast with the clunk of his walking stick.
When I saw him before, his shadow loomed large and forbidding, his raspy voice grinding
low with threat and promise. It occurred to me that I hadn’t seen him the day of the fight, at least not
really. The sun had blinded me, and had just succeeded in adding an extra layer to his mystery.
I watched him go, aware of a thin trickle of disappointment. For a tough guy on the warpath,
he moved pretty damned slow. Maybe he was just the Boo Radley of Palmetto Court. Infrequent
sightings were enough to fuel the imagination of any kid in the trailer park, including me.
Considering all the whispers of juvenile fear over the last couple of years, I would have
expected him to be bigger.
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CHAPTER NINE

We sat on the curb just beyond the door of the Circle K, biding our time until the owner
arrived to shoo us away. Today’s cashier, a late twenty-something named Tony didn’t care if we
warmed the sidewalk all day or not.
Of course, staying there all day wasn’t the plan. Not this time. I just wasn’t sure when Chad
would gather courage necessary to make his move.
Mom and I had dropped by the automotive place to get new wiper blades for the Cutlass.
That’s when I saw the “Help Wanted” sign. I passed the info along to Chad, and now here we sat,
waiting for him to muster his courage.
Chad studied the 100,000 Dollar Bar in his hand, took a nibble and washed it down with a
swig of Slice. He probably could sense my growing impatience but chose to pretend everything was
cool.
“Well?” I gulped my Dr. Pepper, but didn’t look at him. “You’ve been moping for too fucking
long now. You can’t stay in limbo forever.”
“You always think I’m moping.”
“You usually are, dude.”
Chad shrugged. “Not like I don’t have good reason.”
Finishing my soda, I earned two points by lobbing the can into the garbage next to the glass
door of the convenience store. An old man walking by glared at me and I stared back. “I know. I get
it, but you can’t let your dad screw up your life.”
“What about your dad?”
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“Don’t pull that shit. This is about you, not me. Besides, I don’t think he’s been in my life
enough to screw things up.” I’d been considering his offer for the past week, and still hadn’t decided.
Too many possibilities kept landing on the other hand. I didn't have much more time to figure it out
though. The wedding was in August and Mom needed to get bus or plane tickets for me.
Instead of responding, Chad watched the traffic passing by, always looking for the classic
cars. The closest we saw was an early 70’s Mustang II, and I doubted he’d consider that Pinto
abomination in the same league. “We’re gonna be seniors this fall. Feels kind of weird. Like this is it,
you know?”
“Yeah.” I looked down at my worn sneakers, unsure what to say. There was too much and too
little all crammed in together. Way back in 7th grade, I had a teacher who told the class we were
already thought of as the “Class of 1987.” Some kids thought that was pretty cool. Me, well, I
considered it with blank, staring eyes, and teetered on the edge of panic for three days. She may as
well have told us the Soviets were going to nuke us in six years.
“You thinking about what comes next?”
I managed a crooked smile. “All the fucking time.”
“Yeah. I mean having too many choices can kind of suck. I get that. I’m sure it seems too
much. But not having enough sucks even more.” Chad breathed out, his tone defeated in spite of an
attempt to sound neutral.
I shook my head. “And that’s why you’re doing this today. Having a job gives you a lot more
choices, right?”
“What if the owner doesn’t like me?”
Screaming wasn’t a feasible option, so I frowned at him. “He’s gonna like all the car stuff
you’ve got filed away in that thick skull of yours.”
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Chad smiled a rare smile, his face transforming in the brightness of the day. “Maybe.”
“Definitely.”
“Or would you prefer to do what your dad wants you to do? It’s hard for me to imagine you
with a buzz cut, dude.”
His smile dropped, and his hand wandered up to smooth the cowlicks of the mullet he’d been
cultivating. “He keeps riding me about it.”
“I figured.” I wondered how I’d react if my mom … or my dad for that matter … tried to force
me to join the military. I couldn’t imagine either of them bringing up something like that, let alone
pushing me into it. My mom was kind of hippy dippy, and I think my dad was the same way. Maybe.
The smallest flicker passed behind my eyes, one that bounced off my personal fear and shame, and
held its arms open wide to me.
It would make a man out of him.
I squelched the flicker.
There had to be a lot more to being a man than something so superficial and primal.
Chad climbed to his feet and brushed off his khakis. I didn’t notice before, but he was wearing
his church pants. I guessed he was a lot more serious about this job possibility than I originally
thought. “I guess I’ll go do it now.”
“Awesome.” I stood up beside him and slapped him on the bicep. “Good luck, dude.”
“Thanks.” He turned to wander down toward Uncle John’s Automotive. I could have sworn
he walked a little taller, but maybe it was just my imagination mixing with my hope for him. He
swiveled around to walk backward for a few steps and raised a hand. “I’ll catch up with you later,
‘k?”
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I gave him a thumbs up, relieved that he’d decided to do this on his own. I still had some stuff
to work on for school. It sucked to think about it on a Saturday, but Chad had his future and I had
mine.
I couldn’t help but wonder how divergent they might be.
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CHAPTER TEN

Mrs. Wiseman, my English teacher, liked my writing for some reason only known to her.
All year long I’d get papers back with encouraging comments, which made me feel this weird
mix of embarrassment and pride. I’d always considered my poetry pretty mediocre, but she pushed
me to complete a portfolio of some of my stuff to turn in as my final. Most of it was polished work
from the whole year, but she expected at least one new poem. I supposed it was better than taking
another damned test.
This coming week was finals, and I wasn’t sure if I was capable of shoving any more
information into my head without it bouncing back and hurting somebody. I figured it might be a
good time to see what kind of drivel I could put together for Mrs. Wiseman.
I stretched back in my chair, empty notebook page in front of me, my bedroom window with a
view of an old chain link fence and lots of trees and brush just beyond. I ignored the paper and
studied the movement outside, watching as the wind pushed and pulled at branches, leaves, knee high
grass and several blossoms. Some petals flitted away, others doubled down and resisted. I wondered
which one was me, and which was Chad. Or maybe one of us was the wind.
Stupid.
I got up and made a tight 360 around my small room, gaze and mind askew. My walls were
covered with posters and college pennants. Nods to UCLA and NYU were my mom’s idea of
encouragement, which I was cool with. Everything else consisted of movie posters, with a few other
things thrown in. Star Wars, Raiders of the Lost Ark, Alien, On the Waterfront, Fright Night, bands
like Foreigner, Survivor, Dire Straits and Night Ranger also made their presence known. A signed
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glossy photo of The Clash held a place of honor above my bed. It was one of the few things my dad
had given me after supposedly getting a backstage pass at a show in New York several years ago.
But no girls.
Chad had been desperately in love with Phoebe Cates ever since I rented a video copy of Fast
Times at Ridgemont High for us to watch at my house (the clerk had asked me if my mom was okay
with R rated movies, and was more than happy to take my money when I said it was cool). Of course,
bikini posters were a huge no-no in Chad’s house. He wasn’t even able to watch The Dukes of
Hazzard because of Daisy Duke’s shorts. If it weren’t for his mom, he’d wall paper everything with
Phoebe pics, and possibly some of Daisy. Ironically, his dad had a Penthouse hidden under his
mattress, which Chad showed me with only faint embarrassment. I couldn’t care less, but I wanted to.
I really did. So I pretended.
I pushed out a breath, popped one of my homemade K-tel cassettes into the boom box on my
bookshelf and snapped down the play button. The Police began to sing about Spirits in the Material
World, and I plopped back on my desk chair.
Sooner you get this done, the sooner it’ll be out of your face.
The empty page stared up at me, beckoning or mocking. I wasn’t sure which.
Outside, the wind picked up a little, grabbing and releasing dandelion fluff into the air to land
elsewhere and start anew.
Maybe people like me could be the wind. We’re ignored, and made to feel invisible. Like
anyone, we hold potential for greatness, kindness, cruelty, and beauty. Few bother to pay attention to
the wind unless it’s messing up your hair, caressing the back of your neck, or destroying a city in a
hurricane.
I picked up my pen.
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***
“I have something I’d like you to see, when you have a few minutes.” Mom knocked and then
poked her head into my room a moment after I finished the poem. It still needed some polishing, but I
figured I’d work on it again later that night. Either way, I expected Mrs. Wiseman would like it.
“What is it?”
She squished her face together in feigned irritation. “Come out and look, Bucko.”
I rolled my eyes at the Happy Days reference, but got up to follow her into the living room.
Several photo albums lay piled on the coffee table and I glanced at my mom in question.
She lowered herself onto the couch, and jerked her head to invite me to sit beside her. “I
haven’t looked at these in a very long time, couldn’t even find them at first.”
Grabbing one book, she curled in the corner, and pulled one leg up and under her. I dropped
next to her and leaned in to look at the first album. She paged through slowly, not offering much
explanation, other than the most cursory. I think she wanted to give me time to absorb.
There were dozens of photos of a pretty dark haired woman laughing with friends, at
restaurants, some on a riverboat, and lots at a graduation. Throughout the album, she’d often be
standing or sitting next to a tall man with chestnut colored hair; my father. “I met your dad at school.”
“Yeah?” She hadn’t really ever spoken of this other time a million years and thoughts ago. I
didn’t think I’d be curious, considering the steady heat of anger I’ve always carried toward my father.
“I probably haven’t been fair to you. I guess I wanted to leave everything behind, the good –
and there was a lot of good to be honest – and the bad, which made me want to forget everything
else.”
“It’s okay.”
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“No, honey. It’s not. Your dad was a good dad to you in the beginning. He’d be the one
playing on the floor with you, taking you to the park, watching football with you in his lap. All kinds
of stuff. I was almost jealous.”
“What happened?”
She sighed. “He was a great playmate for you, but he never held any kind of responsibility.
There was a time when he left you alone in your stroller, while he wandered around a record store.
When you were in daycare – which wasn’t often – he forgot to pick you up multiple times. One time
he left you in the car to run into the grocery store – thank God it was cool outside. There were just so
many incidents, and he’d apologize so many times. I don’t doubt he meant it, but the patterns never
changed.”
I tried a smile. “Think he might leave me alone on Bourbon Street?”
“Fortunately for me, I’ve brought up a pretty responsible kid who might just end up policing
his dad for a week.” She smiled back. It was just a little one.
“So, if he was so into the father thing, why has he pretty much ignored me since y’all split
up?”
She chuckled and shook her head. “Your dad is talented in the art of procrastination. He
always has been. I doubt he’s ever really thought about it. For him, it’s always someday. To be
honest, he’s going to be shocked by how much you’ve changed.”
“Why now? It can’t just be because he’s getting married again.”
“Maybe it just occurred to him that he’s almost forty. Maybe his fiancé made him grow up.
Who knows? Or maybe he really is trying to change.”
She laid the current album down and picked up another. A slow smile touched with mischief
transformed her face. I liked it because it made her look younger, but sensed I wouldn’t like where it
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led. “Now, this I need to keep out. Maybe Chad will want to thumb through it. Or if you ever brought
home someone special …”
She winked at me with that same sly smile.
It was the first time she’d ever brought up the prospect of a girlfriend and I ignored it. “I don’t
want to know, do I?”
Laughing, she just opened it. The first few pictures showed a swaddled infant. In one, my
mom held me, sitting up in her hospital bed, smiling a tired smile. In another, a masculine set of arms
held me against a bare chest. Although, I couldn’t see the man’s face, I figured it must be my dad.
Then there were bath photos, photos with toys, a couple showed me hugging a black and grey dog, I
played at parks, on the deck of a boat, at some kind of party, at the zoo and on and on. In typical new
parent style, they’d had the photo bug compulsion.
“You were so damned cute.” Mom tilted her head and eyed me. “And now you’ve grown into
a very handsome young man too. Just one that needs a haircut.”
I fought the warmth rising in my face, rolled my eyes and smiled. Beneath my façade, I
wondered what she’d think if she really knew me.
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CHAPTER ELEVEN

The evening after the last day of school, Chad and I sat at the tiny kitchen table with the
peeling veneer eyeing Skeet. I tried to subtly mouth-breathe, while Chad looked a little like he’d
bitten into a bug while eating cereal. The trailer smelled like weed, leather, unwashed dishes and
overused cat box. The owner of the box, a chunky orange tabby named Ralph, kept watch from atop
the fridge.
Motley Crew shouted at the devil from the stereo in the front room, separated from the eat-in
kitchen by one of those tacky beaded curtain things I remembered seeing in Brady Bunch reruns.
Through the partition, a pull-out couch bed stood unmade and surrounded by an explosion of dirty
clothes. Two floor to ceiling bookcases stood against the far wall, crowded with secondhand
paperbacks and the token hardback. The place screamed bachelor pad, even though I knew he didn’t
live alone.
Skeet wasn’t a big dude. At twenty, he wasn’t any taller than me, and several inches shorter
than Chad. I figured I had time for a couple more growth spurts, but my pot dealing quasi friend was
probably stuck at 5’8” forever. He kept his tousled brown hair just over his ears and collar, wore a
black motorcycle jacket, without owning an actual motorcycle, and quoted Keats, Hughes, Bruce and
other poets I’d never heard of. From my experience, the guy seemed to be kind of a walking
contradiction.
Skeet rolled a joint like he’d been doing it since first grade. He rolled it, rocking and tucking
before sticking the filter in and licking the edge to seal it. Using the end of a pen, he packed down the
marijuana and then grabbed a wooden skewer to stab a channel down the middle. His fingers moved
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like an artist using pastels or something. It was fascinating and surreal at the same time. He lit it and
handed it to me.
“I appreciate you making that run for me, man.”
“No problem.” Actually, I’d taken two buses after school to some dilapidated apartments on
the other side of town hoping for some cash. Instead, I’d earned a joint. I probably had a one in three
chance of earning money, but it didn’t keep me from being hopeful.
“I had a couple of finals today, so I couldn’t ditch. And these guys are good clients.” He
grinned. “As a business man, I try to avoid disappointing anyone.”
I inhaled, held it, eyes watering against the burn and tried not to cough. Exhaling, I hesitated,
then offered it to Chad.
He looked at it, then me, and back again. Slowly, he shook his head.
“Nah, I’m good. You know what happened last time.” Chad swallowed, his expression
melding from forced amusement to a touch of icy panic.
“Yeah, I know.” I still felt a little guilty. It’s not like I’d forced him, though.
Skeet swiveled his head on his scrawny neck, smile curious. “What happened? I mean, I hear
all kinds of funny and weird stuff, but it’s a person by person thing.”
Not wanting to overstep, I glanced at Chad for permission. I didn’t think it was that big a deal,
but he might.
He busied himself pulling at the frayed cuff of his jacket before lifting one shoulder in a halfhearted shrug to give me the okay.
“He kind of just sat there in the desk chair like a slug telling me over and over again that he
was a refrigerator magnet.” I thought about that occasion a tiny bit more, grinning. “But he did have
an epiphany or two and called them ‘pot’iphanies.’”
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Skeet chuckled. “Do you remember what they were?”
“Nah, but I was impressed with the whole pot’iphany thing.” I glanced at Chad, who just
looked embarrassed.
What I didn’t say was when he went home, his mother scented something was up like an old
hound dog. I’d spritzed him with air freshener, but I guess it hadn’t been enough. She’d sat with him
for two hours, reading bible passages until his dad got home. In a rare show of compassion, she left
Chad to his own devices, shut the door and told his dad he was under the weather and had gone to bed
early. Lucky for him, his little sister, Denise, had been at a sleep over, so she’d hadn’t known and
couldn’t blab.
I took another draw off the joint and held it. My lungs didn’t care for my current choice, but I
held my ground.
“It was okay. I just still felt fuzzy the next day.” Chad grinned his reluctant grin, probably
trying to downplay the incident. “I forgot about the whole ‘piphany thing.”
Skeet rose to put away his supplies. “Yeah, those pot hangovers can sometimes linger. Fucks
up Taylor for a good twelve hours. If she smokes, it’s only the night before a day off, otherwise her
boss gives her the side eye.”
His live-in girlfriend worked at HEB, the local grocery store. I presumed she was there now.
When we did see her on occasion, she always made a point to ignore us, lifting her nose like we gave
off some kind of foul high school aroma. Considering she was only nineteen, it irritated me. I made a
point to be extra obnoxious when she was around. Burping and farting always worked. The wrinkles
pressing in around her eyes and nose never failed to make me smile.
“Okay, y’all. I’m gonna be headin’ out, so – ”
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“Mace said he heard the cops were around looking for a kid.” Chad blurted it out and then
looked embarrassed.
“Yeah, I just heard that too. Didn’t at the time when I saw them though. Jesus, I almost
dropped a load. I had a few ounces on me at the time.”
I snickered.
Skeet shrugged. “Well, I figure that kid’s either long gone or dead.”
“Dead?” Chad’s eyes widened and I fought another giggle. “Why would you think that?”
“It was that little Ray kid, right? Big Ray was always beating on him. That’s what Taylor said.
She’s friends with their neighbor … uh, what’s her name? Shelly? Whatever. Anyway, she’d see the
old man stumbling around plastered, hear him yelling and stuff. So, who knows?”
Chad met my eyes and I stifled another giggle. There was nothing funny about this, but I had
started to feel buoyant as the effect of the weed kicked in. I tried to school my face into serious.
“Hell, big Ray coulda killed him and buried him in the woods for all we know. The kid wasn’t
exactly wanted, I’d wager.” Skeet shook his head. “Takes a prime asshole to make a kid and then hate
the kid.”
Woods. The buoyancy hadn’t evaporated, but some grey clouds pushed in from the periphery.
I looked at Chad. He looked back, his face blanching.
“I guess one way or another, it’ll come out. Anyway, guys, I gotta fly, so y’all gotta go. No
offense. Oh, Mace, stub that joint out and save the rest for later. That shit’s kinda strong.”
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CHAPTER TWELVE

Since I lived catty-corner to Skeet, I was practically home the second I hopped off Skeet’s
back steps. I felt heavy, yet light at the same time and the streetlamps that worked held a peculiar
fascination, their light ebbing and flowing like the tide of the ocean. I knew it was just me and
somehow that knowledge made me feel special.
“You okay, man?” Chad watched me as I decided to pull a Gene Kelly by grabbing a light
pole and taking a couple of spins.
“Yeah. Probably good that I didn’t smoke the whole thing.”
“That’s for sure. That shit fucks you up.”
He sounded a little like he was parroting someone with a cleaner mouth, but I didn’t
comment. Chad always seemed to be in a perpetual tug-of-war with himself.
“Do you think Ray’s dead?”
“Couldn’t say, but didn’t he run away before? Pam said something about it. He could have
done it again. Maybe he’s heading to Hollywood to get famous or something.” He appeared and
disappeared as I looped around, the haze of trailers, lights and Chad swirling into a blur.
“Maybe.” Chad kicked a stone and watched it skitter and smack the base of the bird bath in
Mrs. Olson’s yard. During the day the old lady often sat outside in a folding chair just watching the
world creep and fleet by. She freaked Chad out a little with her one milky eye, but she was okay. “If
you could go anywhere, where would it be?”
“You first.” I finished my dramatic spin and took a second to try to grab hold of my
equilibrium. It didn’t seem to work. The world still wavered like a lopsided carousel.
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He hooked his thumbs into the pockets of his jeans and considered. “Somewhere with
mountains. Maybe Colorado or Alaska. It’s too flat around here.”
“It’s hill country though.” My words came out mocking.
“Yeah, hill country. Like pimples.”
I guffawed as we slowly walked toward Chad’s place at the front of Palmetto Court, near the
main road. The sun had dropped about an hour ago, taking temperatures down just a little. Doors and
windows opened around us, bringing in an evening breeze and the sound of one high teenager. I cut
back on my laughter, even as the image of hills as fiery, untreated pimples soaked into my head.
“Your turn, Mace. Where would you go?”
“First, New Orleans.” It came out before I thought about it.
“Yeah? Why there? ‘Cuz of Mardi Gras?” His mouth twitched in a borderline smirk. He was
probably trying to be a good boy and not think about boobs.
“I was born there.” I stopped and stared at one of the lamps again. This one looked a little
fancier, like something in England. Light came off in watery waves. Reality was something better
blurred.
“I don’t remember you ever telling me that. I guess I just figured you were from here like
everyone else I know.”
“May as well have been.” My mom really didn’t say much about anything, at least until
recently. I only knew my birthplace because I had to make some kind of fancy birth certificate in art
class when I was in 5th grade. I’d made a rough sketch of it to show my mom. She’d smiled, said it
looked good, proceeded to correct the location, and that was that. I’d kind of forgotten the exchange
until now.
“Your dad live there? That where you might be goin’?”
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“Yeah.” He’d lived in several different areas, but always seemed to go back to Louisiana. I
remembered getting postcards from North Carolina, Florida, Maryland, New York, among others.
Not many, but some. “But it’s actually where I will be heading.”
“Yeah? You decided to go? That’s what, like three hundred miles from here? Hop a bus, be
there within the day.” Chad nodded like a bobble-head.”
“More like five hundred miles, but yeah, about a day.” After debating for a while, I’d
found that I’d warmed to the idea of going. Weird thing was I wasn’t sure if it was to see my father,
or just get away from here. The idea of going someplace with a more relaxed attitude about things
sounded pretty appealing.
The steady drum of sneakers on blacktop made me pull my gaze from the watery shimmer of
the light.
“Shit.” Chad let the oath out in a little shiver of air.
Denise Holcomb came flopping up to us, all gangly arms and legs. Her lips pulled back from
crooked teeth her parents couldn’t afford to fix. “Chad, mom wants you home now! Stuff needs to be
done before Daddy gets home.”
“I was just heading there now.”
“Sure you were.” She jerked her head toward me, weird grimace turning into a borderline
smile. “Hey, Mace. What’s up? Whattcha y’all do tonight?”
“Knocked a bum over the head, stole his bottle of Boone’s Farms, and split it between us.” I
stared at her with a tiny smile.
She stared back, trying to figure if I was screwing with her or not. At twelve, she had entered
the age of severe annoyance and I think she had a crush on me. Not a good combination. “What’s
Boone’s Farm?”
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“We were just hanging out and talking.” Chad stepped in, his tone changing when it came to
his little sister. “And it’s really none of your business anyway.”
“What would you have to talk about?”
“Getting away from this place. Hitting the road. Skedaddling.” The pot made me a little too
forthcoming. I probably needed to work on that.
“The only place Chad is going is into the army. He’s too dumb to do anything else.” She
saluted and marched in circles around us. It made me a little dizzy.
A flame of anger shot up from my shoes clear out the top of my head and I stepped forward.
“Your brother isn’t dumb. He’s contemplative.” My defense straddled somewhere between true and
untrue, but he did think long and hard about some things. He even made observations I wouldn’t
have, almost like seeing pearls in the sewer. I just couldn’t stand to hear Denise tearing him down.
“I did get a job, you little shit.”
I swung toward him, my jaw a little slack. “Seriously, dude?”
“Yup. He called me this afternoon.” He smiled, a hint of confidence in his voice. Impressed, I
grinned back.
“Uh huh. Sure you did. Three minutes, Chad.” She turned around and jogged back toward
their trailer, stopping and calling over her shoulder. “And you smell funny. Better do something about
that.”
Chad paled and shot me a borderline accusatory look, which I ignored. “Shit. I’m gonna have
to leave my jacket outside to air out.”
I lifted a lip with a growl. “She really is a pain in the ass.”
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“Yeah, she is, but I’m stuck with her for now.” He grumbled, mood taking an upward turn a
moment later, his grin returning. “Thanks for telling me about that sign. The old guy is pretty cool.
And the cashier is pretty cute.
I slapped him on the shoulder. “That’s awesome, man! When do you start?”
“Next week.”
“Very cool. I guess that means you’ll stay outta trouble while I’m with my dad?”
He shrugged with a closed mouth smile, jerked his wrist to the side in an abrupt wave, and
shuffled away. “See ya Mace!”
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CHAPTER THIRTEEN

I took a full breath and let it out in a slow trickle as I gazed at my house. The lights were on
and the Cutlass was parked under the awning of the carport, meaning my mom had a rare evening off.
As far as I could figure, she hadn’t mentioned her schedule. Or maybe I’d just completely forgotten,
which was very possible in my current state. In general, being high is like having no past, no future,
while the present remained an amusement park ride. Sometimes I enjoyed the sensation a little too
much. It made it easy to forget stuff or at least water it down.
To buy a few extra moments, I went around to the back door. Its location stood conveniently
closer to my room. The idea was to slip in, feign illness if necessary, change clothes, hide and listen
to music. I let myself in, pulling the door shut behind me with a soft click.
Music from Hill Street Blues drifted my way and relief washed over me. I could probably just
get away with going to bed. She dug that show a lot, even if I thought it was past its prime. I didn’t
dare share that opinion though.
“Mace?”
“Yeah, I was just going to head to bed, Mom. Kind of tired.”
“Are you serious? It’s only 10:00. Have you eaten anything?”
Before I could respond, my stomach betrayed me and let out a loud rumble.
“God, Mason. I heard that from here.” I stood there like an idiot, trying to pretend my state of
mind wasn’t altered while she sprung up off the couch and wandered to the kitchen.
“It’s okay, I – ”
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“Did you want a sandwich?” She proceeded to pull stuff from the fridge, before peeking over
her shoulder at me. “Don’t just stand there. Get yourself some tea. Unless I can convince you to have
some milk for a change.”
“Um …”
“I was able to make arrangements for your trip.” She flopped a couple pieces of bread onto a
plate, and smeared them with mayonnaise. “It won’t be until the tail end of summer. You’ll get there
a week before his wedding, so you can spend some time with him, and do bachelor type things, I
guess. Then you’ll he heading home to start your senior year a few days later.”
I hadn’t moved from my spot in the hall. It felt like I was viewing and hearing her through a
tunnel. Her voice echoed in my head, but I got the gist of what she was saying.
“Um … I’m taking the bus, right?” I doubted I’d be flying, but it would be cool if that were
the case. I’d never been on a plane.
“Yup.” She finished arranging my sandwich, grabbed chips from the pantry, and scooped out
a handful to toss on the plate next to it. “I found a route with only one transfer. I’m not wild about it,
but you have a good head on your shoulders.”
I shrugged, not quite agreeing with her. “I’ll be fine.”
“Come here and eat already. Then you can go to bed if you’re tired.”
Before I realized what I was doing, I walked down the hall, through the living room, and
joined my mother in the kitchen. She’d placed the food on the table, and had turned to grab me
something to drink. Through my fuzzed head, I noticed she took out the milk instead of the sweet tea,
but couldn’t bring myself to care either way.
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My stomach rumbled another complaint, and I forgot why I shouldn’t have been sitting in the
kitchen at this time. I took a huge bite of the sandwich, feeling a dab of mayonnaise at the corner of
my mouth but not bothering to wipe it away. I reached for the glass of milk she put before me.
“Mason, what the hell is that?”
Confused, I just looked at her, feeling slow and more than a little dumb. “Huh?”
“Jesus, Mace, you stink. Is that pot?”
I remembered the evening in a rush of separated flickers, surreal and dizzying. Only two
words struggled to the surface through that thick layer of sludge.
Oh. Shit.
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN

Out of my two week grounding, I got my get-out-of-jail-free card four days in. My mom can
be a light weight, sure, but I earned my early release by scrubbing the inside of the trailer, including
the toilet, mowing the lawn and doing some weeding. I also wrote a paper on why drugs are bad. It
was some bullshit and some real research, thanks to a trip to the library, but it was enough to
convince her I’d paid my penance.
I also resolved not to get caught next time.
The sun threatened to meld my flesh to my bones when I stepped from the trailer, dressed in
cut-offs and an old Rolling Stones t-shirt, with a towel flipped over my shoulder. Texas heat was
enough to make you want to curl up in a ball and die a little, unless you had plans to go to the river.
The spring-fed water kept a constant temperature below seventy degrees. A shock on impact, but a
relief in the long run.
There’d be others there, and wondered if we’d run into Dylan and Jake. Part of me held some
hope. Even if I got my ass kicked again, and I no doubt would, the probability of landing some good
hits would be cathartic.
I headed to the front of the trailer park, intent on prying Chad loose from his hovel since he
had the day off from the auto place. Instead of going to the front door, I went around back and tapped
on his window.
A few minutes later, I heard him slip out the rear door. In the stillness of a mid-afternoon
inferno, his escape was still surprisingly quiet. For a big guy, Chad could sneak pretty damned well. I
guess it took years of practice. When he boomeranged home, his mom would probably be back from
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her part-time secretarial gig and ready to read him the riot act, but just getting out was always worth
it. At least that’s what he told me.
He followed me behind two other trailers before we crossed to the main entrance.
I paused at the Bennet place and Chad followed my gaze.
Pamela laid out on a folding chaise lounge catching some rays, while Casey Kasem counted
down the top 40 from the little boom box in the grass next to her. She wore a red bikini that looked
good against the light bronze of her skin and the dark blonde of her hair. I could smell the tell-tale
coconut aroma of Hawaiian Tropic. Wayfarer looking sunglasses hid her green eyes. I sometimes
wondered why I noticed so much.
Her kid played in a round, plastic sandbox under an umbrella just to her right. Her tiny wrist
had a leash like thing attached to her and the other end was stuck under one leg of the lounge. When
the little girl saw me, she scrambled to her feet and pointed.
“Maze … maze … maze…”
Her mama turned her head and smiled. “Hi, Mace. Hi … um …”
“Chad.” I supplied, since Chad stood there like a doofus with his jaw sagging. I elbowed him
to shut his trap. I wasn’t an expert, but I didn’t think most girls liked to be ogled.
“Oh, yeah, Chad. It’s been a while.”
I doubt she even knew who the hell he was, but she got points for being nice. There
was no sneer in her words, at least, none that I could tell.
“Maze!!!” The kid raised her voice to a borderline scream and I tried not to cringe.
“You really made an impact on her. She was sitting at the window watching you mow the
lawn last week.”
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“Oh.” The little girl bounced up and down, smiling. I smiled back and gave her a little wave.
It felt awkward, but the kid seemed pleased. I was kind of surprised she even remembered me.
“Y’all going to the river?” Pam sat up and swung her legs over the side the lounger. “I wish I
could come.”
“Why don’t you?” Chad grinned, but Pam frowned.
I elbowed him again and he looked at me. “What?”
“Um, thanks, but Siobhan and I are just kinda hanging out right now. When Grandma gets
home, we’re all going to go out to dinner.” She smiled at us, but it seemed forced to me.
“Maze!!! Maze!!!” The little girl’s voice took on a desperate quality that weirded me out. I
didn’t like to hear it. With Chad’s startled gaze following after me, I loped into their front yard,
crouched down in front of her and held up my hand.
“High five!”
“Hi figh!” She giggled but just looked at me.
I took one tiny hand and gently slapped it against my palm. “High five!”
She imitated me, giggling again when she made awkward contact with my fingers. “Hi figh!”
“Awesome. Good job, Siobhan.” I straightened and threw a glance over at Pam. “See ya.”
“See you.” She smiled at me from behind her dark glasses.
I jogged back to Chad, ignoring his blatant stare. “Gonna miss the bus, man. Let’s haul ass.”
“Okay.”
As we hurried, I could still feel him grabbing glances at me. It irritated me. “What?”
“I didn’t know you and Pam were going together.”
“We’re not. Why would you think that?” Maybe I said it too fast, but I couldn’t be sure. I
slowed down. “We’re just friends, dude.”
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“Why? Wouldn’t you want to? I know she has a kid, but hell, she’s really hot and she seems
into you.” He managed a sly smile. “Maybe she could pop your cherry.”
I narrowed my eyes at him, outrage simmering at the blatant disrespect. “Not cool dude. She
doesn’t deserve that kind of shit talk.”
He blinked. “I was just messing. Didn’t mean to piss you off.”
I shook my head. Chad wasn’t usually an asshole, but it popped up on occasion. “We’re just
friends anyway.”
He nodded and followed it with a shrug. “Whatever you say, dude.”

** *

“You’ve heard about her, right?” A girl with auburn hair turned a tinny smile filled with
braces toward us. She sat at the edge of the waterline kicking feet decorated with blue polished toe
nails. I thought her name was Kendra but couldn’t remember for sure.
“No.” Chad frowned her way and shook his head “No such thing.”
I didn’t bother to answer from my boulder perch six or seven feet from the shore, but I kept an
open and interested ear. My gaze felt free to wander. There were at least a dozen other kids here, but
no sign of Dylan or Jake. On the shore about twenty feet north of me, there was a guy I didn’t
remember ever seeing before. His stretched long legs into the water, while light brown hair spilled to
his bare shoulders and direct brown eyes met mine. Warmth pooled under my skin and I looked away.
“No such thing? How can you be so sure?” There was a hint of accusation in her voice.
I pulled myself back to the conversation, aware of a lapse, and very aware that that guy
seemed to still stare my direction. Unnerved, I pretended I didn’t see him.
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Chad just shrugged, looking defiant but uncomfortable at the same time. It was a very Chad
expression.
“She appears at the edge of the river at certain times of the year. There are others like her in
other places, but this one will curse anyone who’s harmed a child.” She leaned forward, a weird
glassy intensity in her green eyes. “Parents with murdered children can ask her to lay this curse upon
the perpetrator. And they’ll die a grisly death.”
“Y’all are full of shit!” Leroy Tanner, a slightly chunky kid with an overbite, pushed against
her and waded into the water. He tucked his hands in toward his armpits and flapped his elbows like a
chicken, making a point to splash her.
“Knock it off, dickweed!” The redhead scowled after him, the annoyed expression sliding
away when she made eye contact with Chad, me, and then back to Chad. She seemed to sense she had
him hooked.
“The thing is, the ghost herself was murdered. Horribly murdered. She and her mother were
burned and hanged for being witches by the Spanish who lived here at the time. That’s why the
Spanish couldn’t really settle here. Because of what they did, their missions were destined to fail.”
I wasn’t sure if she told the truth or not, but it was still an interesting story. Glancing over, I
noticed the guy climb to his feet and before I could look away again, he caught me. A small, shy
smile pulled at the corner of his mouth and he nodded. I looked away, heart hammering.
“You know what the worst part of it is?” She dropped her voice and I leaned forward, despite
my hope to appear aloof.
“What?” Chad watched her coolly and crossed his arms across his chest like he didn’t really
care if she answered or not.
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“The worst part is there’s another ghost and that’s the mom. She’ll abduct and kill children,
while her daughter mourns them. Because of that, they’ll never … ever … find their way back to one
another or out of this world and into the next.”
“That’s creepy.”
“Best not to piss off either one of them, right?” She grinned at us.
Chad waded toward me and leaned back against the boulder. Once Kendra-or-whatever-hername-was moved on, he spoke to me, keeping his voice low. “Did you hear all that, Mace?”
“Yeah. Kind of an interesting story.”
“Think it might be true?”
I shrugged, considering my words. It was a struggle, my mind still elsewhere. “I think there’s
a lot of weird stuff out there that’s hard to explain. That’s what I think.”
“Do you think that that Raymond kid might have been murdered? Skeet thought so and no
one’s seen him in a few weeks.”
“I don’t know, man.” Dozens of fliers posted around town hadn’t done much. I wanted to
think the kid would show up any day, but folks disappeared all the time. It was a damned scary
thought, but not untrue.
“Or what if Katrina’s story is really true? Maybe the kid was walking next to the river like all
of us do and she lured him to his death?”
Katrina, not Kendra. Hell, I was close. “Chad, listen to yourself. Do you honestly believe that?
I mean, honestly?”
Chad turned and looked up at me, his face reddening with sunburn or embarrassment. “I guess
not.”
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“Your mother would freak if she heard you.” The only ghost his family believed in was of the
holy variety.
“Well, she doesn’t know as much as she thinks she knows.”
That was one of the truest things I ever heard him say and frankly, I was impressed. “I guess
you could say that about almost anyone, well some more than others. No matter how much we know,
we don’t know much of anything.”
Especially, when it came to ourselves.
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CHAPTER FIFTEEN

“Hey, you!” The voice was loud and gruff. It sounded familiar, but I wasn’t sure, so I
pretended I didn’t hear it. I’d ventured out to grab the mail and just wanted to curl up inside and doze.
Allergies kicked up and I’d popped a Benadryl an hour before.
“Mace Slaughter!”
That got my attention. I swung my one hundred and twenty pound head toward the voice and
felt my insides stutter in a muted sort of way.
Del Rico stood outside on his tiny front porch, arms crossed over his bony chest, sunglasses
protecting his eyes. “Don’t look so surprised, kid. I know everyone who lives in this shit hole. It goes
with the territory.”
I continued to stare at him, the cylinders in my brain ineffectual at the moment. Even if it
hadn’t been for the allergy meds, I still doubted I’d know how to act.
“You look pretty strong. C’mon over here. I need a hand.” He turned but stopped when I
didn’t move and looked over his shoulder at me. “I ain’t getting younger, kid.”
All I could think was that I’d killed this guy’s dog. Maybe it was because of that fact that I felt
my feet move forward, my sneakers scraping against the macadam since I could barely lift them.
Maybe it was out of some sense that I owed him. I wondered how fast I’d be able to get away if I had
to and determined I’d fall on my face.
I heard someone else calling my name and looked over to see Chad jogging toward me. “Hey,
man. I thought we could go see that second Karate Kid movie tonight. My folks are both …”
He stopped about fifteen feet away, cutting himself off. His eyes bugged into balloons when
he saw Del standing there looking at him. With an odd grace I spied on rare occasion, he twisted
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around and took off back toward his house. The words “Sorry, I forgot somethin’, I’ll see ya in a bit,”
drifted back toward me.
I really wanted to sprint after him and smack him in the head. Instead, I walked toward Del,
feeling a little like I was taking the final long walk. My logical side insisted I was being stupid, but
logic took a sharp turn and left me in the dust when it came to this particular situation. Movies and
books merged to present a picture of murder or disappearance, after all, it wasn’t outside the realm of
possibility that Del could have been the last person that Ray kid saw before he poofed out of
existence around here.
“Your friend retarded or somethin’?” Del waited by his front door, half in, half out.
Anger trickled through my medicated fog. It didn’t exactly shove aside the fear I felt for the
guy, but it cut a narrow channel through it. “Asks the guy who wears turtle slippers to walk to the
mail boxes like a fucking looney.”
We stared at one another, at least I think we did. Through his mirrored lenses, he could be
side-eying the neighbor’s pink flamingos for all I knew. Finally, he grunted. “Fair enough. Now, get
up here and give me a hand.”
“I’m not feeling so good right now.” True, but lame, plus the sun had started to mat my hair to
my skull with sweat. I needed to make a decision.
“Won’t take a few seconds, kid.”
I had two choices. I could be a pussy and run home like a little kid, or I could help this guy
out. After all, the whole Jett incident weighed on me like an extra limb. Odds were on my side that he
wouldn’t chop me into bits and bury me under his shed, especially since Chad saw him talking to me.
Manning up, I walked over and followed him into his dark trailer.
***
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The first thing I noticed was the place was pretty tidy. A dark blue sofa pressed against the far
wall, just below a framed Nagel print, and a smoky glass coffee table perched just in front. The layout
wasn’t dissimilar from my own place with the kitchen just to the right of the door and a hallway to
the left leading to the bedrooms and bathroom.
Smack dab in the middle of the room stood an entertainment center about five feet tall and six
feet wide.
“I built the damned thing and now I can’t move it by myself. My back won’t let me.” Del
swept an arm toward it. “Took me two weeks to put it together ‘cuz I could only work on it in fits and
starts.”
“Oh.” I didn’t know what else to say and just stood there, feeling kind of dumb.
My gaze snagged on the parade of photos lining the counter separating the living room from
the kitchen. Some looked really old and it was weird to think of the guy as a kid with parents. A
couple others showed some young guys in army uniforms posing like they were hot shit. Still, some
photos were newer, there were dogs, one cat, several with little kids baring their teeth in that feral sort
of way that passed for a smile.
“Slaughter, if you could take the far end to pull, I can push a little.”
I hesitated, thinking about getting squashed against the wall, but shook it off. The guy I stood
across from appeared frail, despite the deep growl of his voice. His face looked a little pale, hollow. I
wondered if he was sick or something.
The cabinet was heavy, but it could have been worse. I yanked, pulled and maneuvered it into
place and Del was right. He did help. A little.
“Look okay?”
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“Yeah. Thanks kid.” He nodded, seeming distracted but reached into the front pocket of his
jeans and pulled out his wallet. “I can give you a couple of bucks.”
“Don’t worry about it.” I scooted around him, happy to be able to leave, feeling a little like I
was slipping out intact by a hair.
My gaze dropped for just a moment and I stopped. Next to the tiny dinette in the kitchen, I
saw the dog dishes. Guilt and grief crept through my veins and I just stared.
I felt Del behind me before I heard him. His words sounded rough. “Yeah, Jett disappeared a
month or so back. Never came home. I figure he crept off into the woods to die or something.”
“Why would you think that?” My heart thundered, snuffing out my own voice. Sweat that had
dried to a filmy coating drowned under a fresh coat.
“Cuz he was sick. Poor guy was riddled with cancer, but I couldn’t bring myself to do the
right thing.” He cleared his throat. “Had enough with death. Doesn’t matter, I guess. It’s always one
step behind, huh?”
I turned, avoiding his eyes. Panic rose inside, slivers of ice stabbing through my stomach. “I
better get going.”
“Sure. Thanks kid.” He frowned at the sudden pounding at the door. It sounded like someone
was trying to bash it in. “What the hell?”
Too many cop shows made we wonder if I fell right in the middle of some kind of sting
operation. A half a second later, I felt stupid. Not too fucking likely.
Del leaned over and pulled the door open. He then took a step back. “What you plan on doing
with that, kid?”
“Where’s Mace?” Chad’s trembling voice entered the trailer and my radar went up. He
sounded like he was going blow a gasket or something.

68

I stepped in front of Del, blinking at the knife in my friend’s shaking hand. My Benadryl fog
lifted, leaving sharp edges, and my mouth dried. “What the hell you doin’, dude?”
“I thought ...” He lowered the kitchen knife, eyes wide. “I was just worried.”
Del grunted behind me but didn’t say anything.
“It’s fine.” I glanced over my shoulder. Del hadn’t moved, but his faced looked like stone,
eyes drifting to the knife.
“I’m sorry. I just …” Chad rolled one broad shoulder. “I don’t know. I didn’t think.”
“Better be careful who you wave a knife at.” Del spoke slowly, voice low. “The wrong person
may not take too kindly to it.”
“I’m sorry.” He stared at Del, white-faced, the blade still clenched in one fist.
“Here. Let me have that.” I took the knife and Chad released it willingly. “We okay?”
“Yeah.”
“Good.” I turned to Del, any fear of him sequestered elsewhere. “Sorry. We’ll be going.”
He nodded and shut the door behind us. Chad and I just looked at one another.
“I thought he was going to cut you up in a million pieces and feed you to the coyotes.” He
whispered.
I leapt down from the top step of the man’s front porch. I managed to pull in a full breath for
the first time since Del stopped me outside, but it didn’t do any good. Hot and humid air sat heavy in
my lungs, strangling me. The image of my best friend standing there with a knife did nothing to
alleviate it. “I know. Let’s put this thing back.”
“Okay.”
Looking down at the would-be weapon, I couldn’t hold back a smirk. “You threatened our
neighbor with a Ginsu bread knife?”
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He looked startled before a slow sideways grin formed. “I guess so. That’s the first thing I
could find.”
“Well, I appreciate it. Truth be told, I was nervous in there. All kinds of stuff went through
my head, but all he wanted was for me to help him move some furniture.”
“Seriously?” He nibbled on skin of his chapped lip. “I thought for sure you’d disappear like
little Ray.”
I thought about the guy’s pictures. Family, war buddies, a couple pets. I thought about Jett’s
dish and the man’s obvious sadness. It also occurred to me that I didn’t see any booze bottles or smell
alcohol on the guy’s breath. “I don’t think Del had anything to do with Little Ray’s disappearance.”
He plodded next to me, seeming to roll it around. “You sure?”
I wasn’t sure of anything, but what I said was, “He honestly looked upset about Jett not
coming home. His food and water dishes were still down in the kitchen.”
“Shit.”
“Yeah.” It weighed heavy inside. I couldn’t figure if I was more twisted up about killing a dog
that was dying anyway or that the dog’s owner actually cared. Or maybe that the guy probably wasn’t
the boogeyman all the kids around here built him up to be. Probably a mix of all of it.
We headed back toward Chad’s place, neither one in a hurry. I could hear his breathing, but it
seemed to be settling some. I wasn’t so sure about myself though.
“Um, Mace. Did you want to go see Karate Kid? Or maybe we could see that Ferris Bueller
movie.”
So much for getting that nap.
“Sure. Either one is cool.”
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CHAPTER SIXTEEN

Darkness had settled over hill country like high tide when we got back to Palmetto Court.
Chad had to beat it back home, so I left him to it. His leash was only so long, and elastic at that. I
understood his allegiance to his family to some degree. It was what it was. Didn’t mean I had to like
them though.
Despite the job at the auto supply store, his dad hadn’t bothered to change his mind. The idea
of Chad going into the army depressed the shit out of me. His dad still insisted it would make a man
out of him. Only problem was his father didn’t know him and it didn’t seem like he wanted to.
“Fuck.”
“You kiss your mama with that mouth?”
I squinted toward the Bennett place and tried on a smile. There was no sting in the whispered
voice, so I figured I was safe enough. “What are you doin’ out here? Where’s your little girl?”
Pam sat on one of two forest green plastic lawn chairs near the path leading up to her trailer.
She pressed an index finger to her lips and tipped her chin upward. An open window with a trace of
purple light rose behind her, the screen preventing bugs from attacking the kid.
“Sorry.”
“It’s okay. She generally sleeps like the dead, but I wouldn’t want to tempt fate.” With one
foot, she kicked at the leg of the opposite chair. “Wanna sit?”
Awkwardness made me hesitate and she tilted her head to regard me, blonde hair falling over
one shoulder. “I’m not going to bite you, Mace. Just like the idea of talking to someone who isn’t
either captivated by The Wuzzles, or complains about her bunions.”
“Siobhan’s kinda young for bunions isn’t she?”
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“Ha ha. Very funny.” She tipped her head to the side. “Sit.”
I sat and repeated myself, feeling silly a second after it left my mouth. “So, whattcha doing
out here?”
“Enjoying the air. Waiting for the stars to come out. It’s so clear right now. Might be able to
see the Big Dipper.” She gazed upward, continuing in her same hushed tone. “Not a lot of light to
drown everything out.”
“Cool.” I looked up too. I saw a deep violent blue expanse punctuated with a yellowish glow
from the low-hanging moon.
“What were you cussing about a second ago?”
I almost said ‘nothing’ but stopped myself. I wound up not answering at all, unsure if I
should.
“Or is it personal? I don’t want to make you feel weird or anything.” She leaned toward me,
crossing her legs.
“Nah, it’s okay.” I sighed. “Just a lot of worries, I guess. Going to be a senior this fall and I
feel like there’s so damned much I don’t know that I should know.”
Pam snorted. “Join the party, Mace. There’s about five billion of us. Well, actually, maybe
four and a half billion, not counting all the assholes who think they know everything.”
That wasn’t exactly what I meant. My ignorance was much more personal. I couldn’t figure
out how to go about moving forward when I was stuck in my own private bubble. When I didn’t
respond, she pulled her brows down and reached out to touch my arm.
“I’m sorry. I wasn’t making fun. Really. I guess I was just venting a little. I made some bad
choices and now I’m paying the price.”
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Frowning, I looked up at her and she waved a hand. “That came out so wrong. I love my little
girl, even if her dad is a prick. The fact that I have this kid who’s so smart and becoming smarter
every day is amazing to me. But, at the same time, there’s lots I can’t do. Living with my
grandmother is a huge help – she’s been awesome, but the reality is, is that my choices are not my
own any longer. Everything I do or decide has to involve my child.”
“What about your parents?”
Her face collapsed for a moment before recovering. Anger and hurt pulsed in her jaw. “They
kicked me out.”
“That sucks.” I couldn’t ever imagine deserting my own kid, even as I wondered if I’d be the
one left behind.
“Fuck ‘em. Their loss.” Pam looked away but not before I caught the gloss of threatening
tears. She pressed the back of her hand to her eyes and sniffled. “I usually don’t get upset anymore,
but sometimes, well, you know.”
“I can’t imagine someone doing that to their kid. It’s basically been my mom and me for as
long as I can remember. I piss her off sometimes, but I know she’d do anything for me.” At least, I
wanted to think so.
“What about your dad?’
I shrugged. “He passes through sometimes.”
“Your dad’s never been around?”
“Not for long.” I was so used to saying those words, I’d forgotten I was going to see him
soon. “Well, that’s been the norm for years. I’m supposed to be seeing him at the end of August
though.”
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Maybe my tone sounded funny. She gazed at me, narrowing her eyes. “You want to go see
him?”
Did I? I still hadn’t decided if my decision was because of him, or just to get away from here
for a bit. “I guess.”
“Is he an asshole like Siobhan’s dad?”
I shrugged again, thinking about that picture of me as a baby being held against my father’s
chest, and everything my mother had told me. The image was replaced by a swaggering jock with
feathered hair. “Didn’t Craig like to dress like Sonny Crockett?”
Pam suppressed a giggle. “Yeah.”
“How pastel of him.”
She covered her laughter with one hand. “Slave to fashion. That’s Craig.”
I’d always hated guys like that. It felt so fucking phony. Across the way, a warm light burned
in the Sanchez place and I thought I heard their baby giggle. I looked down at my shoes, my thoughts
scattered.
“What else is going on, Mace?” She pressed her lips together for a second before showing me
an apologetic smile. “Sorry if I sound nosy.”
“Nah, it’s fine. I’m freaking out about my own future a bit, but Chad is weirding me out
more.”
“Why? Is he okay?” She sounded concerned, not dismissive. I hadn’t expected that. She’d
always seemed so distant and shallow at school. It was nice to be wrong.
“His dad is trying to force him to join the army or something after we graduate.”
“Oh. That’s pretty awful. I didn’t think someone could be made to do that.”
“He’s afraid they’ll kick his ass out otherwise.”
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She stared at me for a long moment, and I gave myself a mental slap. It wasn’t like Pam
hadn’t experienced it. She sighed and shook her head. “Crap position to be in.”
“Especially since we’re talking about a guy that’ll rescue bugs and put them outside.”
“Ew.”
I grinned. “Well, that was very girly.”
“Shut up.” She smiled back for a moment before it faded. “I see what you mean though. If he
was deployed somewhere on the other side of the planet, would he be able to take a life, even to save
his own?”
“I don’t know.” My first impulse wanted to dismiss it, but then I remembered the fights he’s
had, and the knife incident with Del Rico. In that moment, I really wondered.
“Hey, check it out. They’re starting to sparkle!” She looked upward and I followed suit.
The rich navy night sky now allowed millions of pinpricks of light to float down to us from
long dead stars. She was right. They were pretty, but they also depressed me. I found the prospect of
infinity versus fifteen years of my life daunting.
Pam pulled her gaze from the heavens and brought it down to me. “Thanks for hanging out,
Mace.”
“Sure. Anytime.”
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CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

“Hey, kid! I need your hand with something!” Del sat on the top step of his little stoop and
stared at me from behind his mirrored lenses.
I stared back, happy that the expected tightening in my belly didn’t occur. I’d decided Del
Rico wasn’t a danger. Guilt over his dog still hung out like a ghost in my head though.
“Yeah?” I’d planned to catch the bus and go over to the bowling alley arcade, since Chad
worked a 10-4 at Uncle John’s. Regardless, I wandered over toward Del, stopping several feet from
his bottom step. “What’s up?”
“Just need some help for a few minutes, unless you got a date or something.” His mouth
quirked to the side in what I took as a shadow of a smile. “Seems you’re pretty friendly with that
Bennett girl.”
I shrugged, unsure how he seemed to have a pipeline to anything and everything that took
place in this dumpy little trailer park. “She’s kinda cool.”
“Pretty too.” He paused, his head shifting to the side. His voice softened, almost to the point
of me questioning his words. “But maybe you don’t really care about that do you?”
“Huh?” My stomach spasmed. “What did you say?”
Del shook his head, his braid swaying. “Don’t worry about it. I wondered if you could help
me clear out my traps. There’s a beer in it for you if you don’t narc me out.”
I swallowed, instinct honing in on his previous comment. Pushing discomfort aside, I focused
on his request. “Your traps?”
“Yeah, drain traps. Won’t take you much time at all. I have a hard time getting down and then
getting back up.” He turned to go inside and after just a moment’s hesitation, I walked up the path
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and followed him. My anxiety hadn’t completely disappeared, but for the most part, my gut gave the
go ahead.
“Your buddy going to bang on the door again?” He shot me a look over his shoulder. “I don’t
like having a knife pulled on me, even a bread knife.”
“He just thought … well, I guess he was worried.” Defensiveness settled into my words. I
couldn’t help it. “He wouldn’t have done anything.”
Del grunted. “A bread knife isn’t the best choice for gutting someone, but you can never
really tell what anybody is capable of.”
“Does that include you?” I paused just outside his door.
“Sure. That includes you too.” He took off his glasses, his dark eyes scrutinizing me. Or
sizing me up. I wasn’t exactly sure. “Depends on the situation.”
I shrugged, downplaying the effect his question had on me.
He pushed to his feet with a little effort, and jerked his head to the side. “C’mon in.”
As before, his home was kept neat, down to the throw pillows on each side of the couch. It
still surprised me, considering everything I’d heard. He walked into the kitchen, while I took a couple
seconds to gaze at his photos again, drawn to one with a couple of young GIs. Their arms were slung
around one another’s shoulders liked they’d been buddied since birth. “You were in Vietnam?”
Del paused, face tightening again. “Yeah.”
“Sucked, huh?” I thought about some of the movies I’d seen.
“Yeah. Now if you’re done asking my life story, I need your help over here.”
***
Twenty minutes later, I flopped in the corner of his couch and he sat in an old leather recliner
just cattycorner to the couch. He’d pulled two beers from the fridge, handing one to me like we were
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just a couple of regular guys kicking back after a hard day. I’d expected to see it filled with beer or
maybe some hard stuff around, but from what I could tell, he just had the one six pack of Corona.
“Just don’t tell your mama. I don’t need the headache.”
“Neither do I,” I took a tentative sip and then a larger swig. It tasted like shit, but I tried to
hide my reaction.
We sat in silence, just drinking our beer and although I couldn’t say it was comfortable, it
wasn’t uncomfortable either. Despite his alarming comment earlier, Del didn’t seem to expect any
kind of conversation. He was just there, kind of staring off beyond me. I wondered what he was
seeing. Maybe the long ago time wrapped around some of those photos? Maybe those kids – were
they his? If they were, where were they? Or maybe he was thinking about Jett. My stomach dropped a
little at that, guilt sudden and heavy in my gut.
He finished his beer and set the bottle on a side table. “I guess you better finish that up. I can
get you a mint for the road.”
I grinned at that. “Covering my ass?”
“And my own.” He nodded toward the kitchen counter.
“Fair enough.” I finished my drink before getting up and grabbing his empty bottle and
putting them both near the sink. I pulled a Certs from a roll sitting by the pictures, popped it in my
mouth and headed for the door. “See ya, Del.”
“Stay outta trouble, kid.”
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CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

I stood by The Zipper to wait for Chad. Tradition dictated we first take our chances on the
insane ride that killed a few people in the 70s. I guess it added a little edge to our lives that some
people found through drag racing, skydiving, or mountain climbing. Those activities weren’t an
option, so The Zipper it was.
I leaned against the railing, inhaling alternate aromas of funnel cakes, corndogs, and axle
grease. It was only mid-morning, but heat pressed against my skin as if trying to intimately prepare
me for the afternoon inferno. It shouldn’t have bothered. Before that could hit, we always headed to
the river, and then wandered back to the carnival in the evening. The 4th of July festivities had always
been a bright spot for us during the drawn out boredom of summer.
Chad told me he was going to stop by the auto parts store to pick up his pay, before meeting
me here. The place wasn’t open but it sounded like the old man lived there for the most part, so I
guess it wasn’t an issue. Another cool thing about Chad’s boss, is he paid his employees in cash.
My gaze dropped to the scuffed Timex I wore. Chad was almost fifteen minutes late, but that
wasn’t a big deal or anything. It was the norm for him. Anxiety took that moment to smack me down
and clench me up from my insides straight out to my muscles. It felt like my fight or flight instinct
had been triggered.
Puzzled, and a little weirded out, I looked around, keeping it casual. Sunglasses already
covered my eyes, but I tried to keep my face blank.
The usual crowd pushed through the carnival aisles. Parents held the hands of their squealing
kids, teenage girls held onto stuffed dogs as big as Marmaduke while their boyfriends cupped their
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butt cheeks, boy scouts fresh from the morning parade roamed with unbuttoned collars, random packs
of middle and high school kids hooted and loped, and then there was Dylan and Jake.
A heavy sigh vibrated through me, shaking loose some of my tension and adding weariness in
its place.
The two of them stood with a couple of girls teetering in heels. Dylan snagged a couple of
spun cotton candies, and handed one to the brunette next to him. He looked beyond her, a tiny smile
twitching when he saw me. He elbowed Jake and nodded my way. His buddy stared, horse teeth
sliding into view in what might have been genuine grin, if I didn’t know better.
Without pause, they strolled over, smooth and powerful movements not unlike lions cornering
a gazelle. It seemed so exaggerated that I almost laughed, but caught it at the last minute. Instead I
stared back cooly.
“Hey Slaughter, where’s your ‘tard?” Jake kept his grin, the sun showing off his tartar. He
stood about a yard away, smaller than me by a few inches and maybe, twenty pounds. I doubted he’d
be in my face if his larger buddy wasn’t right behind him.
“That just never gets old for you guys, does it? Hell, I wish I was that easily amused.” I
shifted, and hooked my thumbs in the pockets of my jeans. I didn’t pull my gaze from them though.
I’d already found out they didn’t care about fair fights.
Jake’s smile slipped as he tried to figure out if he’d just been insulted
Dylan didn’t seem to be paying much attention to our exchange. He leaned down to his date
and whispered something in her ear. She turned to scrutinize me and giggled. Something kindled deep
inside, and I found myself bracing.
“You know, dude, I’ve been thinking about things for a bit.” Dylan stretched out the words as
if expecting a drumroll. When none came, he continued. “I could be wrong, but I don’t remember
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ever seeing you with a girl. Whattcha think, Jake? You ever see Slaughter here with a female human?
Except maybe for his mommy?”
Jake looked me up and down in mock appraisal. “Naw, he’s too pretty to be with a girl.
They’d be jealous. I could see him as a bitch, though. Can’t you picture that, Dyl?”
“I could, but I prefer not to. That’s just gross.” Dylan pulled his lips back from his teeth in a
show of disgust. The girl hanging onto Dylan’s arm tittered again, and that was the only way to
describe the nerve shredding sound emanating from between the teeth of her fake smile. The other
girl standing next to Jake just looked uncomfortable.
“Maybe I just prefer quality girls over quantity.” My voice didn’t even shake.
The tittering girl scowled at me, and her friend just looked down at her brightly colored shoes.
I kind of felt bad for her, but I didn’t dare show it.
“What did you say?” Dylan’s smile slipped, and his jaw throbbed. He pulled his girl closer,
who sulked into his shoulder, as if on cue.
“You heard me, you fucking baboon.”
He stepped closer, but I didn’t move. Too many people jostled around us, including a security
guard here and there, for him to do much.
“You are full of shit, Slaughter. We all know you’re the one that’s the faggot.” I heard the
ghost of ‘not me’ in his stilted words, and at that exact moment, I realized the enormity of how much
I screwed myself over. Taunting him, even in defense of Chad, had only shifted the spotlight to me,
something I should never had risked.
“Faggot?” Another voice floated our way from my left. “Hardly.”
I looked over to see Chad scowling at Dylan and Jake. A girl next to him, so tiny the top of
her head barely brushed his shoulder, stared at me, then the others, each in turn.
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“You know Mace is going with Pam Bennett, right?” Chad smiled, a touch of new confidence
settling in his manner, although it didn’t seem to fit well just yet. “So, for a faggot, he’s got great
taste in girls.”
Jake backed away, not keen on seeing his own blood again, I surmised. Dylan glowered and
spit. “Bullshit.”
Chad shrugged. “It’s true. They been together for over a month.”
I didn’t say anything, caught between truth and lie. I couldn’t show my hand, but I also hated
Pam being an alibi.
“Isn’t that the girl Craig Wellborn knocked up?” The tittering girl narrowed her eyes at me.
“The bitch dropped out in her junior year, I think.”
Dylan bellowed with fake laughter ending in a snort. “And here you said you liked quality,
not quantity, Slaughter. Lying fuck. Whores aren’t quality. I guess you’re not smart enough to know
that.”
I didn’t think. A red blur smeared across my eyes and mind, blocking the swirl of carnival
sensations around me, but kindling my hatred. Without a word, I clenched a fist and made direct
contact with Dylan’s nose.
He stumbled back, clutching at his face. Bright red blood gushed between his fingers as he
stared at me, shock lighting his eyes. A strong hand grabbed my shoulder when I moved forward for
another hit. Even as I tried to shrug Chad off, determined to feed my temper at least one more time,
the grip tightened into painful until I stopped.
“What the hell’s going on here?” A security guard not much older than we were swung his
head between one and the other. His high-pitched tone held no authority, but the mace on his belt did.
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I stared at Dylan, intent, and he stared right back. After what seemed like forever, he
addressed the guard, words thick with blood and swelling. “It’s fine dude. We were messing around
and I accidentally got hit in the nose.”
The guard didn’t seem convinced but nodded anyway. I got the feeling he liked the idea of
working security, not the actual job. “I don’t want to hear anything more from any of you. If I do,
you’re out of the carnival.”
“Yes, sir.” Jake smiled and saluted. The salute turned to the middle finger variety when the
guy walked away.
“Let’s get the fuck outta here.” With one more withering glare from above his bloody fingers,
Dylan turned and walked away. His girl buzzed after him, followed by Jake, with the other girl
bringing up the tail. She looked like she’d prefer to be anywhere but here. She mouthed the words
“sorry,” and I nodded, strangely touched now that my temper was losing some of its heat. I wondered
how long she’d stay with Jake, and hoped for not much longer.
“Nice hit, dude. Guess Dylan was too embarrassed to narc you out.” Chad grinned at me and
then jerked his head toward the girl next to him. “Oh. This is Chelsea. I thought it would be cool if
we hung out.”
“Hi.” Chelsea smiled, showing off a slight overbite. Faint freckles touched her nose and
cheeks adding a spray of color to an otherwise milky face. Her big brown eyes studied me, somehow
appearing interested and amused. “So, you’re Mason. The big dork here talks about you a lot.”
“Hi.” Surprised, I glanced past her and noted a faint blush touching Chad’s cheeks. Six weeks
since beginning his new job, and he’d finally managed to ask out the cashier. He seemed pretty
pleased with himself, and I could totally understand that.
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I tried to curb the juvenile disappointment and hurt that reared up and slapped at me. I wanted
to be happy for him, but I didn’t think I could. And that truth made me feel like complete shit.
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CHAPTER NINETEEN

I balanced on the very top of Mrs. Olson’s stepladder, trying to ride the waves as it shifted
from side to side on uneven legs. Below, just to my right, stood Mrs. Olson herself, hands threaded
atop her head, the lines in her face deepening into worried canyons. On the other side, Pam stood
cradling Siobhan, whose tears hadn’t quite stopped, but at least they were slowing to a trickle. A few
feet away, Mark Templar didn’t move under threat of death. He shoved his hands as far into the
pockets of his shorts as he could, gaze locked on the toes of his battered Trax.
I leaned as far forward as I could and managed to graze the ball with my fingers. It rolled
toward me, and I almost closed my eyes in relief. Grabbing it, I monkeyed down the ladder, leaped
from the third rung, and handed the orange ball to Mark.
“Give it back to her and apologize.” I stared him down, which wasn’t hard, considering the
kid was about ten. A small part of me felt like a creep, but he’d pissed me off. Maybe a good scare
would keep him from becoming the bully I expected he’d be.
The kids scrapped his toes against the grass, but gave the ball back to Siobhan. “I’m sorry I
threw it on the roof.”
Siobhan stared at it for a long moment because reaching out to grab it as quick as a snake. She
turned away from him, the ball cradled to her chest, and nestled into her mom.
Mark looked at me and waited for my go ahead. The kid scared well.
“Get outta here. Don’t pull that shit again.”
He shifted into a sprint, stumbled, found his footing, and kicked up his speed. I figured he’d
be avoiding me for the next year or two.

85

I pulled the ladder down, and wrestled it back into the old lady’s shed. She smiled, probably
happy I didn’t fall and break my neck. The repercussions would have been too much for her to
handle. “Thanks. Sorry about that.”
“Maze! Maze! Shiiiittttt, shit, shit, shiiitttt …”
“Siobhan!” Pam frowned at her daughter, before turning it on me. Oops.
Mrs. Olson honk-laughed and climbed the steps back into her trailer. “That’s as much
excitement as I need for one day.”
“Shiiitttt, shit, shit!”
“That’s not a nice word to say honey.” Pam set the little girl on her feet and Siobhan threw the
ball at me.
I caught it after playing hot potato with it for a couple of tense moments. Siobhan giggled as
she watched. “Good throw.”
“Shiiitttt! Shit, shit shit!”
Walking side by side, Pam leveled an exasperated gaze at me. “I guess it was inevitable.”
“Sorry.” I grimaced and stared down at Siobhan. I’d been having a hard time meeting Pam’s
eyes, but I tried not to be too obvious about it. “Let’s not say that word, huh? It’s too ugly to be
coming from you.”
She seemed to contemplate my words for about a half a second, before smiling brightly.
“Shiittttt!”
“Sorry, again.” I looked past Pam, and stopped. Across the main driveway, Del left his trailer,
stumbled and dropped his stick. He sat down hard on the next to top step.
“Everything okay?” Pam followed my stare.
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“I’ll talk to you later, if that’s cool.” I hunkered down by Siobhan, and held up my hand. “Hi
five.”
“Hi figh!” She giggled and tapped her palm against mine. The aroma of animal crackers
wafted over me, but at least, she wasn’t saying shit.
“Good goin’, Siobhan. Nicely done.”
She squawked after me, but with a little wave to Pam, I loped toward Del’s place.
He hadn’t moved, but watched me from behind his tinted lenses. A gentle, but hot breeze
fluttered his Jimi Hendrix T-shirt around his frame. It looked about two sizes too big for him. “Hey,
kid.”
“Hey, Del. You okay? Looks like you almost took a header.”
“Yeah yeah. Think you could do me a favor, kid?”
“Think you could do me a favor, Del, and call me Mace?” I smiled but it was just a little one.
I’d determined he wasn’t dangerous, but we weren’t exactly old pals or anything. Guilt from Jett’s
demise hadn’t lessened.
“Sure, Mace.” He glanced down at his hands for a moment, and I held back a frown. They
were trembling. He looked back up. “Think you could make a drug store run for me?”
I shrugged. “Sure. Not like I have a busy social calendar or anything.”
“You sure you don’t need to catch up with your girlfriend?” He tone seemed less growl for a
change and much more neutral, like he was fishing for something.
“We’re just friends.” I spoke quickly, irritation seeping through despite my attempt to squelch
it.
He stared at me for several long moments before nodding. “I have a couple prescriptions that I
need to get, but I’m feeling a little off today. There’s a few bucks in it for you.”
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“Um, sure. HEB or the other one?” I figured I could walk to the grocery store, but if I had to
go to Eckerd’s, I’d need to take the bus.
“HEB.” He reached into his jeans pocket to wrestle his wallet free. He pulled out a couple
paper prescriptions and a little cash, paused and pulled out another bill. On the inside of his arm,
purplish reddish splotches stood out against his skin. He hid it against his stomach when he saw me
looking. “Here. Go to Hastings afterward and pick out some music if you want.”
“Thanks.” A little surprised, I took what he offered and hesitated when he felt around to grab
for his stick and lurched to his feet. He still seemed a little unsteady but he didn’t fall over, so I turned
to go. “See ya in a bit.”
“Thanks again, kid. Mace. Thanks again Mace.”
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CHAPTER TWENTY

The lady at the pharmacy gave me a borderline strange look but when I said who the
prescriptions were for, she nodded, expression fading to nothing. I paid, and then slipped out into the
heat, only to dive back into the air conditioning next door at Hastings. INXS was on sale, so I pulled a
cassette from the shelf. CDs of the same album sat right next it. In curiosity, I picked one up, flipped
it around, and then put it down. Maybe someday.
Heading to the front, I grabbed a Dr. Pepper from the fridge, paid for everything, and ran right
into that guy at the river from earlier in the summer.
“Shit!” He stumbled back, righting himself with a grace I envied. “Sorry. I didn’t see you
coming out.”
Light brown hair bleached by the sun hit his shoulders and spilled almost to his collar bone.
His Metallica tank top looked faded in design and color, but showed off defined upper arms. A wave
of discomfort crashed over me at the same time my shorts tightened a little in front. Warmth touched
my face and I shifted, hoping the boner wasn’t noticeable.
“It’s fine dude. No worries.” With a strained smile, I dodged around him and back into the
heat. Despite my humiliation, I concentrated to keep myself from looking back at him, the struggle
harder than it should have been. I moved my legs faster than my usual saunter.
My heart still thundered when I reached the entrance to Palmetto Court twenty minutes later. I
took several long moments and deep breaths to rein it in before I headed toward Del’s trailer. Passing
the mailboxes, I noticed a new missing flyer of Little Ray. I figured the other one had disintegrated
during a thunderstorm, or someone had ripped it down and tossed it. The somber black and white
photo of the young kid without a smile depressed me. I moved on.
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Del barked out an incoherent response in answer to my knock, and I let myself in. The place
was dim and a faint, musky odor reached me. When my eyes adjusted, I absorbed the unusual
disarray of the trailer. Dirty dishes moldered in the sink, papers and junk mail littered the countertops
and part of the floor, dirty socks were balled here and there. It was a complete shift from earlier visits.
I kept my face neutral.
The loud rattling roar of the box air conditioner struggled to pump some cool air into the
place. It helped. A little. I spoke a little louder than usual. “Got your stuff.”
“Thanks. Just put it on the counter.”
I placed it on top of an ad for Virginia Slims capturing a smiling woman who frolicked in high
heels as she smoked, and looked over at him. He sat on the couch, a blanket tucked around him,
despite the heat. A mess of photos sprawled across the coffee table. He’d pick one up, put it down,
and do the same with another.
“Dude, you must have tons of family and friends, huh?” Even as I asked, I knew it wasn’t
true. My gut screamed the unlikeliness of it.
He didn’t respond but picked up a snapshot and waved it before me. In it, a little girl splashed
in a plastic pool, mouth wide with excitement. “This is Callie. My niece. I haven’t seen her in over
ten years. She’d be in her first year of college now.”
After a short hesitation, I lowered myself into the adjacent armchair. I wanted to leave, but
just couldn’t. It felt like he needed something, but I didn’t know what.
He held up another photo, this one a black and white of a middle-aged man and woman. They
smiled at the camera, the man’s eyes intense and familiar. “These are my parents. This was taken a
few weeks before I went to ‘Nam.”
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Del turned it around to scrutinize it again. “They were so damned proud. ‘My son, the
soldier.’” He snorted. “The pride didn’t last long after I got back. My mother died in 1975 and my
father barred me from the funeral. Of course, I went anyway.”
“What happened?”
“Lots of stares and uncomfortable expressions. Tyler, my little nephew came up to me to say
hi, but my sister pulled him away.” He put the photo down, hands shaking. When he looked up at me
again, his eyes shone. “They didn’t say one word to me. I stayed through the service and left
afterward.”
I opened my mouth to ask, but stopped myself. I thought I knew the reason why his family
had ostracized him, but the answer didn’t seem real or right. A cold, hard lump formed in my lower
belly and sweat dampened my brow.
Del dropped the photo back on the coffee table, and viewed the others as if contemplating a
chess move. He pulled out another one and showed me a picture of a half-dozen GI’s grinning for the
photographer. “These guys were all part of my platoon. Five of them are dead. I’m the last man
standing.”
“Did, um, did they all die in Vietnam?”
“Four of them did.” He tossed the photo down. “Got to go take a leak. Be right back.”
He pushed off the couch, took a step, and lost his balance. Before he could take another spill, I
bounced up and reached for his arm.
“Don’t touch me!” He snapped.
I backed away, startled. “Sorry. I didn’t mean …”
“I’ll be right back.” He ignored my stilted apology, and lurched down the hall, reaching out to
steady himself against the fake wood paneling.
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Confused, I debated if I should just leave already. Up to this point, the guy had said nothing
about himself to mean anything, and today he’d decided to chip at the dam and let stuff through I
wasn’t sure I wanted to hear.
Before I realized it, I stood at the door, hand on knob. Shame swallowed me, and I turned
back around. I lowered myself onto the edge of the chair just as Del came back up the hallway. As
before, he braced his arms against the walls on either side of him. When he sat down, his breath
puffed out in little gasps. He looked over at me. “Surprised you didn’t take off.”
I shrugged and hoped I didn’t look too guilty.
“Probably thought about it.” He poked at a few more photos. “Not that I’d blame you.”
“I did think about leaving.” It popped out before I could stop it. “But I think you don’t say or
do anything without a reason. Besides, taking off would make me an asshole.”
Del chuckled, which came out more like a couple raspy hiccups than anything humorous.
“You’re wondering why I’m bringing up all this ancient shit?”
“A little.”
“Yeah. Why wouldn’t you?” He let out a shuddering sigh, and picked up another picture.
Without a word, he handed it to me.
In it, a couple of guys had their arms around one another. It had been taken in a candid
moment with a Polaroid. Both men were laughing. One was Del. He looked younger and a lot more
solid than he did now. The other man wore his hair in messy waves that seemed to suit him. A glint of
mischief shone in his eyes and smile. I handed the photo back, the boulder in my gut returning with
nauseating glee.
He studied it once more, and swiped a gentle thumb across the other man’s face. “This is
Glen. We were in ‘Nam together. And he was also the reason my family disowned me.”
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Shit.
I dropped my gaze and studied the base of the coffee table. I could still run, but what would I
be running from? Del? Myself? No. No point. I looked back up at him.
“Don’t look queer, do I?”
I thought about it, considering all the TV coverage there’d been. From what I could tell, they
were all over the board. Some wore leather or spandex, and others just wore jeans and t-shirts. There
wasn’t any consistency, just like with everyone else. I also thought about the two or three guys in
school that hit the stereotype. I remember thinking how brave they were to be so sure of themselves
that they were okay with being “out.” I also knew they got the shit kicked out of them on a regular
basis, and wondered if I’d hear worse one day.
Instead of answering his question, I took a heavy breath and asked one of my own, “Do I?”
Something changed in his expression. His usual guarded look faded and he allowed tense
muscles to relax into sadness. “Is there a look?”
I shrugged. “Maybe for some gay dudes, but not others.”
“Pretty much, kid. Pretty much.” Photo in hand, he shifted to lay on the couch, eyelids
dropping closed. “You probably better take off. I need to lay down for a bit.”
Still reeling, I nodded, before realizing he wouldn’t see it. “Sure, Del.”
I reached the front door, just when he spoke again.
“I don’t regret anything, at least when it comes to my relationship with Glen. He was my
person. Keep that in mind … Mace.” His words slurred into a snore when I let myself out.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

An intense headache festered, even as every other part of my body felt numb. I stepped back
into the heat, unsure what to do, or where to go. Or who to talk to.
I couldn’t think of anyone, so I walked home. Mom wouldn’t be back until late so I had
several hours to hide from the world.
To my minor relief, the window a/c had been left on. I sighed at the twenty degree drop. It
was still hot, but compared to the triple digits outside it felt like winter in Montana. The trailer
smelled like Pledge with a hint of the grilled cheese I’d made for an early lunch. Another layer of
guilt slid over me. I was the one who was supposed to dust yesterday and forgot.
Mom left a note on the kitchen table, and I tilted my head to read without touching it, as if any
bad news somehow wouldn’t be real if I didn’t make contact with it. My dad had called, and wanted
me to call him back. Oh goody. The rest of the note made my frown deepen. My English teacher from
last semester had called to request permission to submit one of my poems to some national teen
journal thing, and Mom had said yes for me. Of course Mrs. Wiseman had chosen the most personal
one. Anger heated my blood, and I clenched my jaw. I just didn’t know if it was real, or just a
reaction to help focus my mind on something else.
It was gone a couple of moments later. I suppose I just didn’t have the energy to stay mad. My
whole life felt out of my control. Why should this be any different?
I went into the living room, and clicked on the television, leaving it on MTV. After a few
moments of indecision, I loped into my room, pulled open my lower desk drawer and located that
partial joint from Skeet. I’d hidden it within action figures, Happy Meal toys, and under the Stretch
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Armstrong. They were all remnants from my childhood. I could have sworn there was a metaphor in
there somewhere but wasn’t up to analyzing it.
I grabbed the joint and headed out the back door to take a couple hits in the shed. It would be
hotter than hades in there, but it was better than smoking it in the house. Besides, Mom rarely went
into the shed, so the telltale aroma wouldn’t be an issue. I would just change my clothes and toss
them in the washer to continue the illusion of the perfect son who had learned a hard lesson about
drugs earlier in the summer.

***

Flopping on the couch a half an hour later, I had the feeling I would sink right into it, through
it, continue onto the floor, and into the crawl space under the trailer.
The video for “Sledgehammer” came on and I opened one eye to check it out. It was a pretty
creative video, but now it made me feel like I was slipping into another dimension. I closed my eye
again.
Despite the cloud around me, I kept thinking about Del. It was weird that all his parts didn’t
equal the whole. Or the truth. And I wasn’t even thinking about the gay thing. I thought about how he
went from a feared mystery to a grudging semi-friendship in just a couple of months. I wasn’t even
sure how it happened, especially since I killed his dog.
Or maybe it was because of it.
I’d felt so damned bad about Jett that I couldn’t say no when Del asked for help. I wondered
if I would have just made up an excuse and walked away otherwise. The thought depressed me,
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because I probably would have. I would have been content to think of Del Rico as some crazy
recluse, instead of a guy who’s been left behind by everyone.
I shifted onto my side and opened my eyes in time to see a fighter jet leaving an aircraft
carrier while the voice of Kenny Loggins filled the space around it. Chad and I had gone to see Top
Gun before summer vacation, before a dead dog, and before a missing kid. It seemed like another
reality now.
The picture image of a guy with brown, wavy hair, and a devilish smile filled the space behind
my eyes. What was his name again? Greg? No. Glen. Del’s person. He didn’t bother to hide the pain
on his face when he spoke of him. Being vulnerable had to have been difficult, and some, weird, part
of me appreciated his trust. That’s probably why I told him my truth. It wasn’t like I had anyone else
to talk to about it.
I shifted again, the floatiness making my limbs feel heavy. I moved one arm to make sure it
really didn’t weight more than it should and felt mild relief. MTV had paused its video line up so one
of the VJs could yap about upcoming concerts. I couldn’t imagine going to one anytime soon, so I
tuned out.
Del had said that Glen didn’t die in Vietnam but hadn’t said anything more.
Slow horror looped through my insides as my weed enhanced perception sought out a
possibility that I would have blocked while sober. What if Glen had died of AIDS? What if Del was
sick with it right now?
I shook my head. He was sick, that was a given, but it didn’t have to be AIDS. It could be a
million and one other things. Besides, that stuff didn’t happen in a small town like this. It happened in
San Francisco, Los Angeles, New York, or in any other big city.
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Yep. I became the proverbial ostrich sticking its head in the sand. It was much more
comfortable to think that bad stuff happened to other people. That seemed to be a mentality that lots
of folks had. Even as my head filled with denial, I knew I was being stupid. I might be small town,
but I wasn’t small town sweep shit under the carpet, give a big smile, and offer a casserole. I was
small town who liked to read, and hope for something bigger.
When the phone rang, I stared at it from my entrenched spot on the couch. After three rings, I
remembered that the answering machine had died. Just yesterday, Mom’s happy voice had slowed,
stretched, and stopped in an electronic fizzle.
Shit.
I rolled off the couch and to my feet, still surprised to find myself lighter than I would expect
within my pot haze. I grabbed the cradle and sunk back toward the cushions, answering with a
grunted hello on the way down.
“Mason? Did your mom give you my message?” My dad’s voice filled the space around me,
and I winced. He’d always been loud. Now he seemed even more so.
“Yeah.”
“Oh, um. Well, I wanted to touch base with you before you, you know, headed my way. I had
some ideas for some stuff we could do …” He started throwing out ideas, which included lots and lots
of tours. I was cool with most of it, but what stood out to me most was his rapid-fire nerve-filled
delivery. He hadn’t seen me since I was eleven and now I was almost sixteen, so I figured that might
be it. It felt weird though.
“I hope you like Laura. She’s nervous about meeting you though.” I contemplated Laura
within my brain fuzz, but couldn’t latch on to anything in particular. The only thing I knew was she
was a Blackjack dealer at Harrah’s, and I wasn’t even sure where I’d even picked up that morsel of
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information. He started talking about the other guys in his wedding party, and how wild and crazy
they were. He expected they’d hire some women with big boobs for entertainment at the bachelor
party.
I let my eyes dip as he rambled, only grabbing a word here and there. My minds eye
wandered back to Del and Glen. The emotions captured in a simple Polaroid said so damned much,
but now Del was alone. I was pretty sure he expected it would be for the rest of his life. However
long that was. The AIDS question would have slammed into me like a bullet again if I weren’t
stoned, but as it was, it bumped against my psyche, muted but troubling.
“Dad, what do you think of gay people?” It was abrupt and I startled myself by asking. I
instantly wished I’d kept my mouth shut. If nothing else, the question immediately cut off his
attempts to get me excited over the Saints.
“What?”
I was damned sure he’d heard me, so I didn’t repeat myself. The pause on his end stretched
out for close to a minute, before he cleared his throat. “I’m not sure. I guess I never really thought
about. There are lots of them here, because it’s N’awlins and no one pays attention to anything
weird.”
“You think they’re weird?”
“I didn’t say that.”
What I heard was ‘them’ and ‘weird.’ I waited for him to continue.
“I meant … oh shit, I’m not sure.” He paused with an uneasy chuckle. “They’re not exactly
what nature intended. You know what I mean?”
Unnatural. The word hung there, ugly and unforgiving.
When I didn’t answer, he stumbled over himself. “Why? You know somebody?”
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“Yeah.”
“Oh.” He chuckled again, and decided to tie up the conversation. He couldn’t have been more
uncomfortable if he’d been walking through Kmart naked. Those waves slapped me like high tide.
“Anyway, it was good talking to you, Mason. I can’t wait to see you again.”
“Yeah. Same here Dad. Thanks.”
He hung up, and I listened to the dial tone for a few moments before cutting the connection. I
put the phone on the coffee table and leaned back into the couch again, gaze floating to the ceiling
and staying there.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

“I told my dad.” Chad looked over at me between bites of his double Whataburger. “I told him
I wasn’t going to join the army, marines or whatever.”
“Yeah?” Impressed, I almost dropped my fry. I caught it before it tumbled into the water.
We’d grabbed lunch on a rare Chelsea-free day, and now sat at the edge of the river. There were some
other kids further upstream, but no one hovered near. I didn’t see the guy with the sun-bleached hair,
and wasn’t sure if I was relieved or disappointed. Considering the circumstances, I decided on
relieved. “What happened?”
“He told me to get the hell out.”
I gaped at him. “Seriously?”
“Yeah.” He took another bite and ketchup congealed at one corner of his mouth. “Weirdly
enough, my mom stood up for me. She said that I’m doing really well with my job, and reminded him
that I changed the oil on the car. Saved them $20.00.”
I finished the fry and took a sip of Dr. Pepper. “She’s got a point.”
He sighed and gazed across the river. “I don’t think it’ll ever matter. He won’t like anything I
do, unless I got some kind of war medal, or played football, or something.”
I thought about his dad’s disapproval and of what I might be facing down the line. I thought
about how things would have been for Chad if he’d been born gay. It would be even worse for him.
At least, maybe my mom might eventually forgive me. That was my hope, even as I doubted it.
Chad had moved on and I struggled to catch up. My brain didn’t want to do it at first, like it
was stuck in quicksand, but I caught the word Camaro. At that moment, I figured he was done
wallowing.
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“This guy brings it to us whenever something comes up. Shit. She’s a thing of beauty, Mace.
I’ll tell ya.”
“Yeah?”
“I even got to drive it.”
That got my attention. “Since when do you drive?”
He grinned at me, showing off a dimple that Chelsea probably loved. “My boss taught me.
I’ve had my permit about a month now.”
He hadn’t told me, and I guess my expression said it all. Chad’s grin slid off his face. “Sorry. I
meant to tell you, and, well, you know. Shit gets in the way.”
“It’s cool.” It wasn’t really, but I felt like I was being stupid and childish. He’d been working
almost full time, and choosing to hang out with his girlfriend instead of me seemed reasonable.
Didn’t mean it didn’t hurt though. I twisted my face into something friendlier. “I’m happy for you,
dude. Makes sense for an almost mechanic to be able to drive, right?”
“That’s what Uncle John said.” It sounded weird for him to refer to his boss that way, but the
guy had helped him out while his own parents hadn’t done shit. I guess it made sense in weird sort of
way. “I’ve learned a ton, Mace. He thinks I’m a natural.”
“Well, I said that.” Kind of.
“Yeah. I guess you kind of did. I tell you, dude, I’m happy you made me apply.”
“I don’t know if I exactly made you …”
He went on as if I hadn’t said anything, his zone tunneling to introspection. “Yeah. If you
hadn’t, I’d still just be the big dumbass that was held back in fifth grade. Now, I know that I’m not
dumb. I have a lot to learn, but, shit, it comes kind of easy. I’m able to remember stuff. Weird, huh?”
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Chad had forgotten about his sandwich. He picked it up again to shove the last bit into mouth, and
followed up with a several long sips of sweet tea.
I shrugged. “I’m just glad it worked out for you.”
“And I got myself a girl at the same time. She’s really cute, don’t you think?” He turned to
smile at me. A certain degree of expectation sat right behind the smile.
“Yeah, bud. She’s cute.” Not hungry any longer, I wadded up the wrapper with the remainder
of the burger inside and tossed it in the bag next to my cold French fries. “You getting together with
her today?”
He nodded and gulped more tea. “We’re gonna go see that Night of the Creeps movie.”
“She wants to see that?” I was surprised. It didn’t really seem a girl type of movie, but then
again, I didn’t know a damn thing. I vaguely wondered if Pam watched horror movies and decided to
ask next time we hung out.
“Sure. I sat through About Last Night, so it’s fair.” He glanced down at his new Swatch, and
jumped to his feet, the movement oddly graceful for such a big dude. “Sorry Mace. I gotta git. Didn’t
know it was so late.”
It was only 3:30. I started to frown before catching myself.
“We want to catch a matinee. It’s cheaper.” He grabbed his fast food garbage, and gave me a
wave. “See ya next time.”
“Yeah. See ya.” I watched him walk away, his thoughts likely with Chelsea. I shouldn’t have
been angry, but some part of me wanted to tackle him and remind him who his best bud was. I didn’t.
I turned back toward the river, watching the rapids smack against boulders, and shove broken tree
limbs downstream as if they were twigs.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

My big plan for the day was to just hang out with Pam for a while. She was home and I had
nothing else going on. On the way over, I swung by Del’s.
I’m not sure why, but I’d decided to drop a copy of the poem off with him. I guess I wanted to
see if anyone else saw what my teacher did. I knew he’d see even more.
His truck still filled the driveway, but it was beginning to show the passage of time with filthy
glass and weeds growing through the gravel and up behind the tires. I guessed driving wasn’t
something he cared to do much these days. Or the truck was just dead in the water. In a sick kind of
way, I hoped for the latter because it would mean he may have had the desire, but not the finances.
When I knocked on the door, there was no response. I tried again, but still nothing. A weird
twisted fear festered in my belly, but I tried to ignore it. Del probably had taken the bus to the store or
something. It wasn’t like he was obligated to hang around and wait for me to grace him with my
presence.
I folded the poem and almost shoved it in my pocket, feeling kind of foolish. I tripped back in
time for a moment, remembering how I’d show my mom the pathetic scribbles I called drawings back
then. Like any parent pretending to think their kid was the next Picasso, she’d put them on the fridge.
What did I really expect Del to do?
Maybe I was just looking for some semblance of validation to be me. Of course, he wasn’t
really one of those I needed to bless my existence. He already got it.
Changing my mind, I pulled the poem from my pocket and folded it. I stuck it half-way under
the front mat. My name wasn’t on it, but I figured it didn’t need to be.
“Hey!”
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I turned around and eyed that Mark kid straddling his Huffy about ten yards away. It was the
closest he’d gotten to me since I’d made him apologize to Siobhan for being a douchebag. He must
have thought he was a safe distance away, which was pretty doubtful. I could run damned fast if I
wanted to. When I jumped off Del’s stoop, he rolled back a few more feet to balance the gap between
us.
“You hang out with that old psycho?”
I stared at him and shrugged. A few months ago I’d wonder too. “He’s okay.”
“I heard he killed a guy once.” The kid still watched me. Tension in his stance indicated he’d
pedal away if I made any threatening moves. I almost laughed but couldn’t quite do it.
“You shouldn’t believe everything you hear, dude.”
“He probably killed little Ray.”
I sighed and shook my head. People loved to embrace their rumors. It was the closest thing to
excitement they had. “I doubt it.”
He backed away again when I passed him. Not as much though. Maybe I wasn’t scary any
longer. The kid mumbled something that sounded like “Your funeral,” but I ignored him.
I strolled up to the little blue and white trailer at the same time Pam’s grandmother was
climbing into her station wagon. I’d always liked her. She didn’t cut her own grass, but she always
seemed to flit around like she was buoyed by bubbles. The old lady gave me a wave and a grin.
“Hello Mason.”
“Hi, Mrs. Benton.”
“Pam and the baby will be out in a second. Siobhan’s just finishing up her lunch. You stay out
here though. No boys inside with my girls.” She grinned again. The words came out twisting with
tease and seriousness.
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“Yes, ma’am.”
She flashed me a peace sign before she backed out. The screen door opened just as the station
wagon turned onto the main street with a backfire and a honk. I hadn’t noticed the “HONK IF YOU
LIKE BINGO” bumper stick before.
Siobhan ran at me, holding a tiny orange watering can. She held it up for my inspection.
“Very cool. Can I play with it?”
The little girl pondered for a few seconds before shaking her head.
“That’s okay. I’ll get one of my own someday.”
She nodded before yanking at her mom’s shirt and pointing to the kiddie pool.
“Okay, but we need to change the water, like, really soon.” Pam smiled at me as her daughter
splashed into water murky with wind debris and a few floating bugs. I guess she wasn’t much of a
clean freak.
I nodded in the direction the station wagon had disappeared. “For a retired person, your
grandma sure goes out a lot.”
“She likes to keep busy and does a lot of volunteering.” Pam raised a brow at her daughter
when the little girl tried to corner a dead bug with her watering can. “She serves food at the senior
center, and goes up to the city a couple of days a week to one of the hospitals.”
Siobhan pushed to her feet and brought me the watering can. I took it and peered at the dead
crane fly floating inside. She smiled broadly, showing several tiny teeth that looked sharp. “Thanks. I
think.”
The kid giggled, and I looked up at her mom, verbalizing what I considered a reasonable
assumption. “Does your grandmother volunteer with the babies or kids?”
“No, she doesn’t.”
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Something in her tone made me frown. It sounded almost defensive. “Did I say something
wrong?”
She sighed and looked at her sandals for a moment. Siobhan wandered over to her, and
without a second’s hesitation, the little girl was swept up into her lap, and her gaze met mine again.
“Usually, I don’t say much because people get really weird about it when I do.”
“Weird? Why?”
“You know something? I’ve lost a lot of friends since having my baby. They stay away like I
have leprosy or something. The couple that weren’t bothered by a friend with a kid stopped coming
by when they found out what my grandmother does.”
I shook my head, not comprehending. “Sounds like they weren’t very good friends.”
“Maybe. I thought they were, but I guess I was wrong.” She kissed the top of Siobhan’s head
and the little girl skipped back to the pool, plopping down with an impressive splash. It occurred to
me that the stigma of teen moms being shitty wasn’t always accurate.
“You think I’m going to bail?”
Pam smiled, and it appeared so sad it made my heart hitch. “We’ve been hanging out for
what? A couple of months? My gut says you’re a good guy, and it’s nice that you don’t seem to want
anything from me. And yeah, I do think you might bail on me.”
A flicker of hurt passed through me, but gazing at this poor girl, with her beautiful features,
and big, melancholy eyes, I stubbed it out. “I’m not like most people.”
A true thought, if there ever was one.
“You don’t seem to be, but I’ve been wrong before.”
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“You know something, Pam? I really like our talks. I like your view of the world, and your
appreciation for the night sky. I like how you’re so real, and loving with your daughter.” I smirked.
“And I like that you’re not the huge snob I once thought you were.”
Her mouth dropped open. “You thought I was a snob?”
“Of course I did. You hung out with the popular kids, kept your hair about a foot off your
scalp, ran with the whole acid wash thing, and wore hoop earrings big enough for a beagle to jump
through.”
An honest laugh popped from her. “Hey, I spent a shit load of time on my hair.”
“And a shit load of Aquanet.”
“Now you’re just being mean!” Despite the reprimand, she continued to laugh. I joined her,
finding a nice release from all the tension I’d been shouldering.
“Pam, I’m not going anywhere.” I meant it, but hesitated with a tiny smile. “Well, I’m going
to go see my dad soon, but other than that, I’d be happy to stay and remain your friend. But, if you
still don’t want to tell me about your grandma’s mystery volunteer work, it’s cool.”
She said nothing for several moments and watched her daughter with a light that blinked out
when she looked elsewhere. “I believe you.”
“Good.”
“She volunteers with AIDS patients.” Her matter-of-fact tone didn’t match the words. “She’s
been doing it for about a year.”
My guts felt like they shriveled up inside me. Maybe my mind and body were trying to
disappear from the inside out. “Oh.”
Pam continued to watch me. This was the part where I was supposed to get up, excuse myself,
and walk away. The expectation on her face was so intense, a complete stranger could have noticed it.
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“Isn’t she afraid?” I had no plans to leave, but I wanted honesty. Of course, I kept thinking
about Del. “Aren’t you afraid she’s going to bring it back to you or Siobhan?”
She seemed to weight her answer for several long moments. “She’s … cautious, but the first
hospital to have this kind of … um … special ward – figured it’s most likely not an airborne illness,
and probably not something transmitted by touch either. They think it would be so much worse, if
that were the case.”
“So they’re not sure.” I’d read about symptoms of HIV and what happens when it blows up
into AIDS. It was really scary shit. I thought about Del, and his bruises and how he’d flipped when I
tried to help him. He hadn’t admitted anything to me, but at this point, he probably didn’t feel he had
to.
“As sure as then can be right now, I guess. They do have a point about the whole airborne
thing. Can you imagine?” She shook her head and shuddered.
“What does she do there?”
“Um, mostly errands, I guess. She’ll run out to Whataburger or McDonald’s if someone asks,
which they do, apparently, a lot. Hospital food has a reputation for a reason.” She chuckled. “She sits
with the sicker patients, talks to them, maybe reads. That kind of thing. Sometimes they’re not really
with it by then, but she doesn’t care.”
“Wow. Brave lady.”
“Exceptionally caring lady. A lot of these guys have been deserted by everyone. It’s really
sad.” She rose. “I forgot Siobhan’s sippy. She’s going to want it. Could you watch her just for a
second?”
“Okay.” I wondered if I’d eventually be deserted by everyone. I wasn’t sick, but just being
gay would make everyone assume I was. One by one, people would fall from my life until I was
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alone. I couldn’t think of anyone I knew, that, without a doubt, wouldn’t leave. A tingling in my nose
made my eyes water, and I took a deep breath to quell any tears. No fucking way. I wasn’t going to
do that.
“Hey, here.” Pamela reappeared, dropped the pink cup onto the little table between the chairs
and handed me a can of Coke. She sat back in her chair and popped the top of her own, skipped a sip,
and took a gulp. “So, you’re still here. I’m impressed.”
“You shouldn’t be.” I shrugged, pretending not to be as spooked as I felt. “It’s part of being a
friend.”
Pam smiled, her eyes a little on the bright side. I prayed she wouldn’t start crying on me, but
she didn’t. Instead she pulled her chair closer to mine and lowered her voice. “Can I ask you
something? You don’t have to answer if you don’t want to, and I hope you don’t take offense. I’ve
just kind of wondered for a while now.”
She didn’t ask right away and just gazed at me. I didn’t get the impression her intense scrutiny
was judgmental, but my gut told me what was coming. I ached for her to not ask, but at the same
time, I wanted her to. Who I was could lead to terrible things anywhere, but a little town in Texas
upped the odds. Fatigue pulled me down, and in that moment I didn’t care. The profound weight I’d
been carrying for so long was just too damned much. I stared back at her, an eerie blankness
replacing my discomfort. I was so fucking tired.
Pam tilted her head, keen eyes seeming to soften. Or maybe I just saw what I hoped to see. “I
probably shouldn’t ask this. I know it’s not really my business, but are you gay, Mace?”
It seemed to take forever to answer her as I contemplated lying, but in reality the truth didn’t
take as long as I figured it might. “Yeah, I think so.”
“What the fuck, dude? You’re gay?”
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I jumped up, knocking over my chair when I whipped around. Siobhan let out a surprised
squeal at the same time a sudden mournful whistle of a freight train warned of its southward
approach. It was still too far away to drown out anything.
Chad stood a couple of yards away, still wearing his work shirt with his name written in
cursive on the left pocket. A couple of dark smudges accented his face, but his eyes stood out against
them, huge with disbelief. A smile twitched at the side of his mouth, as if waiting for the punchline.
I didn’t know what to say, so I stared back, my face burning.
“Are you?” The token smile disappeared. He looked almost ashamed, and I wasn’t sure if it
was because of who I was, or because he felt contaminated by his homo best friend. “You’re
bullshitting, right?”
I hesitated, wondering when everything would come crashing down on me, or if a couple of
guys like Dylan and Jake would hang me from a tree. The thought brought iciness to my bowels, and
I considered just turning around and running until I dropped over for the buzzards. The long silence
betrayed me, and my best friend of close to a decade turned around and walked away without a word.
A soft breath just behind me reminded me that Pam was still there. I didn’t turn to face her
and my words choked in my throat. “So you got your answer.”
Quiet filled the space between us and she took my hand. I still couldn’t look at her.
“It’s okay. Really, it is.”
“No.” I shook my head, fighting the burning in the eyes. “No, Pam. It’s not. No one knows,
not even my mom.”
“I’m not judging you Mace. I wouldn’t do that.” She squeezed my hand, and I allowed it for a
moment before pulling away.
“I need to go.”
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I just wasn’t sure where. It seemed like one short moment had robbed me of all sense of safety
or security. Normalcy had been ripped from me, and I had a sudden urge to just leave. My muscles
vibrated with the need to move. My mom didn’t deserve the heartache I’d bring her.
I would be heading to New Orleans the day after tomorrow. Maybe I wouldn’t come back. I
bet I could lose myself more easily in a place like that, rather than a tiny town in Texas where I could
be pinned like a bug.
I turned and my sneakers swished through the grass of Pamela’s yard. She softly called my
name, but I couldn’t turn to look at her, and I walked toward the front entrance to Palmetto Court.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

The noise in my head threatened to take over.
I didn’t pay much attention to where I was going. My route turned into a series of impulsive
choices, leading me past shabby single family homes, apartment buildings, mini-malls, and fast food.
I was aware of my surroundings, but in a superficial way, like the ghost images I’d see on TV when I
was little, way back when we had rabbit ears to adjust.
At some point, I started to run.
Blood thumped in my ears, breath whistling and raspy as my sneakers alternately smacked
sidewalk, gravel, and dirt. Fields opened to the west and I knew if I traversed them, I’d hit the river. I
thought about the ghost story I’d listened to back in June, but it seemed like it could have been the
beginning of summer last year, or the year before that. It didn’t seem possible that it was just two
short months ago. I continued straight, bucolic spaces shrinking to new housing communities guarded
against outside filth by heavy, metal gates.
Somewhere to my right, a dog barked in a frenzy, followed by a panicked horn a second later
when I wavered a little too close to their speeding Bronco.
Houses thinned out again, and once on the other side of a wheat colored field, I stopped.
Metal gates poked out from tall grass about fifty yards ahead, but these stood without any kind of
snobbery. Everyone beyond those gates remained equal, despite maybe once having money, or being
powerful, or simply being a straight or gay person. Death didn’t judge. I remember reading something
about it being the great equalizer.
I pondered if it was an accident, or just a coincidence that I wound up here, but I couldn’t
think too much beyond the heaviness in my chest and head.
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Pushing ahead, I turned through the gate and stepped into the small park of the dead. Once or
twice, I’d wandered here before, but I wasn’t sure if it was because of my macabre side, or because it
was peaceful. The cemetery was tiny, barely two acres, built maybe 100 years ago. Most of the graves
held Spanish names, some graced with wilting flowers and candles. I walked through haphazardly
trimmed grass, limbs leaden, emotions extinguished to numb. Toward the back, some of the markers
had faded into obscurity, while others had been replaced by new etched granite, despite the dates.
I slowed, looking at each stone, thinking about the former person behind the name, and
wondering who and what they left behind. I was surprised to see a couple of ragged, stuffed animals
clumped at the base of one headstone, the shape of a lamb carved into the top. The dates gave the
approximate age of Siobhan. This kid died in the late 60s, but the toys pointed to someone who still
cared. A shudder ran through me, and I walked on.
Looping around the other side, I found an assortment of newer graves, or at least ones from
this decade. I stopped at one, and stared at the headstone, my rampant emotions returning and
clouding my head as I tried to remember where I’d heard the name.
I dropped into the grass before it when the memory surfaced. Tears I’d been holding back for
too long broke free of my fragile control. Wetness touched my cheeks, but I let it happen, hoping for
some kind of cleansing.
When I was little, I’d heard about a student at the high school who committed suicide. This
one boy in my class had reported that the guy had been a fag. I don’t remember what else he said, but
I do remember the expression on his face. I’d never seen such disgust and hatred on someone’s face,
let alone a little kid’s.
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Kevin Seth Simmons
January 14, 1964 – May 16, 1981
Beloved Son and Brother

Despite what that little shit had implied, someone still loved this guy. Flowers, candles, some
plastic animals, and a few angel figurines spread out around the base of the stone. A little sign hung
above the little menagerie, and I stared at it, whispering the words over and over like a mantra.

Everyone deserves a lifetime.

I pulled my bent knees against my chest, wrapped my arms around them, and closed my eyes.

***
There was no way to figure how long I sat there. All I knew were the shadows were
stretching, and the heat was slowly easing from an inferno to oven. Clouds plugged the sky, and a hot
wind stirred, so I half expected a thunder storm to pound me and Central Texas into the ground.
Despite the wind singing through nearby cedar and ash trees, I still heard footsteps. They
sounded unhurried, just brushing through the dead and dying grass. I didn’t turn around until a gentle
hand landed on my shoulder.
I blinked up at my mother, startled. Of all people, I didn’t expect her to show up in this tiny
trap of a cemetery. “Mom. What are you doing here?”
She didn’t answer right away, just folding herself down beside me, and crossing her legs.
She’d changed from one of her uniforms to simple shorts and a tank top. Her hair had been pulled
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into a sloppy ponytail, and for the first time in quite a while, I realized that she was still young and
pretty. She could go anywhere and start anew. If it wasn’t for me.
I looked down again, the cursed sting back in my eyes. Crying wasn’t something I did in front
of anyone, and I couldn’t even remember the last time I’d cried in front of my mom.
“I just got back from work, when Aileen’s granddaughter – Pam, I think – came over to talk to
me. She seemed very concerned, Mason.”
“What did she say?” My voice shook with new terror. I wondered if this was it. I wondered if
I’d have a place to sleep tonight. I ran a hand over my eyes, irritated with the wetness.
“Not much. She said you were upset and just took off.”
“That’s it?”
“Yeah. I don’t think she was telling me everything though.” She shifted, the car keys inher hand
clinking together. “Aren’t you going to ask me how I found you?”
It hadn’t even occurred to me. Confusion fed extra static into my already overwhelmed brain.
“Um, I don’t …”
“You came here once before.”
I looked up at her. “What?”
“You were about six, I think. You got off the school bus early and came here. After panicking
for too damned long, I took a chance, and found you right where you are now.”
“I don’t get it. Why here?”
“You don’t remember at all?”
I shook my head. Curiosity wound through my depression and pulled me out of the deep end,
just a little.
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Mom nodded toward Kevin Simmons’ grave stone. “When that boy died, the whole town
went nuts. You were so wrapped up in his story, you’d become depressed, stopped eating, didn’t pay
attention in school. That day that you disappeared, I had debated about even sending you to school,
but I had to work, and your sitter was ill, so, well, I sent you anyway.”
I frowned at the sheen of tears in her eyes. My own misery sat back, and I chose my words
with care. “Did I say why I was so upset?”
“Not exactly, but you looked up at me, and I’ve never seen such misery in a child before or
since. You asked me …” Mom pressed her lips together and blinked in rapid succession. I figured she
was just trying to ward off the tears. That didn’t make it any easier for me, and I felt my control
waver.
“Mom?”
Her answer twisted around a sob. Tears ran down her cheek. “You asked me if you were
going to be dead just like this high school boy. You asked if you’d have to shoot yourself too.”
Shock ran through me like electricity.
“You’d heard that he killed himself because he was gay.” Her overflowing dark gaze met
mine and all I could do was breathe shallow. My lungs screamed at the insult. We stared at one
another for what seemed a very long time. In truth, I doubt it was more than a few intense moments.
She pulled me into a hug, her wet cheek against mine. “I think you’ve been struggling for too
long, Mason.”
My breath left me in a huge whoosh, and my body felt weak, like all my energy left with that
exhalation. “You’ve known all this time …?
Mom gripped my upper arms and pushed me far enough away to see my face. “Know? Not
really. How could I, I mean really know? But suspect? Yes. I did suspect.”
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I didn’t know what to say, so I just stared at her. I didn’t even realize I was crying again, until
Mom placed her palms on my cheeks, and wiped the tears away with her thumbs. She got up a
moment later and reached out to me. I took her hand, and she pulled me to my feet with a tiny smile.
“I guess a cemetery is an acceptable place for tears, but I think it’s time we left. Maybe you’d like to
talk when we get home, but you don’t have to, so no pressure.”
She walked beside me, my small but powerful mother. I realized I could peer over the top of
her head now. A growth spurt must have lengthened my wiry frame over these past couple of months.
I hadn’t even noticed.
“Want to stop for some fried chicken?” We approached the Cutlass, its mass hunkered under a
street light, and a multitude of flying bugs, near the front gate.
“Okay.”
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CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

I had the choice not to go to my dad’s, even though I was supposed to leave the next day. It
would mean letting my mom make excuses for me, not to mention she’d have to eat the cost of bus
fare. Neither one sat well with me, so I went.
Thinking things are bad is not a great mindset. Especially when they could always get worse.
While I was busy touring cemeteries, taking a swamp boat tour, and trying crawfish. As I walked
down Bourbon Street with startled interest, and stood next to my dad while sweat dampened my back,
and the collar of my shirt itched my neck. While I wished my dad and new stepmother a happy
honeymoon, and, oh yes, as I tasted my first alcoholic mixed drink when the waiter messed up and
brought me a real Hurricane, instead of the virgin Dad had requested. While all that happened, shit hit
the fan at home.
My mind had filled with inane, probably unfair, observations about where I lived, and I had
decided it all paled against the color and character of New Orleans. People kind of did what they did,
and no one looked twice. It felt freeing. But all these thoughts dropped from recent memory when I
noted Mom’s tight smile, and worried eyes.
She hugged me close and I could detect the subtle smell of Camay soap.
I allowed it for a few moments before gently pulling away. “Mom, what’s going on?”
She shook her head, and then nodded to the duffle bag the driver had just yanked from the
belly of the bus. Taking the hint, I grabbed it and we headed out to the parking lot. Only when we
were in the car with the anemic air conditioning jacked up to give the heat and humidity a tiny bit of
pushback, did she tell me what had happened. Not that she knew much, but I got the story in fits, and
starts, with a lot of holes.
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Well, not holes for me.
It didn’t take long for her to tell it, and I sat frozen for several long moments. I couldn’t tell if
I was pissed off, terrified, or insulted. A face oozed into my mind, blurry, but gaining a weathered
focus. “The old lady with the Ronald McDonald hair, right?”
Mom glanced at me, lips pushed together hard enough to form an outline of white around
them. “Mrs. Bloom.”
Chad’s next door neighbor.
I inhaled a full breath, topped it off with a smaller, faster one, and let it all out in a long hiss. It
was meant to be a calming thing, something I’d read about. It didn’t seem to work though. My insides
still felt like they were shaking themselves to pieces.
Mom hadn’t moved the Cutlass, no doubt suspecting that I held all the missing pieces. She
waited while I continued to breathe and tremble. A moment later, she rested her hand on my shoulder
to give it a gentle squeeze. “I may not be around a lot Mason, and I’m really sorry for that. But I
know you. And I think I also know Chad pretty well.”
We continued to sit, the air-conditioning spring boarding from cool to cold. Chad had helped
charge the system about a month ago. I’d forgotten.
I turned to face my mother. “We need to make a stop.”
She nodded and backed the car from its space. We turned out onto the frontage a few minutes
later and headed a few miles south.
We pulled into the parking lot of the squat mustard-colored building, and I sat and stared at it
for several minutes. They’d tried to offset the ugliness by adding some river rock trim. It didn’t work.
My muscles continued to tremble, and my heart panted in my ears. I felt like I was going to puke, and
it occurred to me that nausea had become kind of a kindred spirit lately.
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I turned to look at my mom, but she said nothing, just waiting for my say.
“Okay. I need to do this.” I ignored the sudden urge to pee, and grabbed the handle of the door
to shove it open.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

The cops didn’t keep me in the loop, but when I started catching glimpses of Chad around
Palmetto Court, relief overwhelmed me. We still hadn’t talked, but I hadn’t tried either. Pretending
like things were back to normal would have been a blatant lie. Somehow I didn’t think he’d even try
to pretend, so any dishonesty would be all on me.
A couple of weeks after I’d led a tall, unimpressed looking cop into the woods, I knew I had
someone I needed to see. Mom was working, Saturday being busy at both her jobs, so I locked the
trailer up behind me and walked toward the front of the park. I passed by Del’s place, knowing it was
devoid of anything living. His truck was still parked in its spot, the tires pretty much flat, the thick
coating of dust and bird shit cemented into speckled paste by thunderstorms and 100 degree
temperatures.
I’d tried to see him a couple of days after his dog’s carcass found its way into the light. I’d
gritted my teeth and taken in a few deep breaths to prepare myself. The plan was to suck it up and
spill what happened to Jett, but he hadn’t been around. Now, thanks to Pam and her grandma, I knew
where he was.
“Maze!” Siobhan’s tiny, yet somehow huge voice, struck me a moment before her little arms
wrapped around my leg. “Up!”
I wasn’t about to pick the kid up, so I tweaked her nose instead. When she giggled, I figured
that had been an acceptable substitution. I lifted my hand, palm up, and she let go of me to smack
hers against it.
“Hi figh!”
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“Good job, Siobhan.” I smiled down at her, and her whole face grinned up at me. I found it
interesting that little kids didn’t learn to smile with their mouths, and frown with their eyes until they
were older.
Pam stepped up to me and pulled me into a hug before I could react. She brushed her lips
against my cheek. Smiling, she let go. “Need to shave, my friend.”
I touched my jawline. I hadn’t noticed the short patchy stubble before. It must have kicked in
around my growth spurt.
“Ready, Mason?”
Mrs. Bennett stood by the driver’s side of her station wagon, keys in hand. I couldn’t be sure
if she knew about me, or if she just knew I’d established a … friendship … for lack of a better word,
with Del. I didn’t think Pam would say anything without my okay, but the old lady probably
suspected anyway.
“Yes, ma’am.”
She slipped into the driver’s seat with a wave to her granddaughter and great-granddaughter.
“Mace and I will probably get some burgers. I’ll stop closer to home to get you a little bit something.”
“Thank, Gram.”
“You don’t have to – ” I started, and cut myself off a second later when the old lady shook her
head. I guess there weren’t going to be any lunch negotiations.
“We’ll see you this afternoon.” Pam swooped Siobhan into her arms and they both waved.
I fastened my seatbelt, just as Mrs. Bennett lurched backward with a little brake squeal, threw
the shifter into drive, and took off toward the main road.
***
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I guess I wasn’t supposed to visit, but someone somewhere had decided to give the okay. All I
could figure is that Mrs. Bennett had a lot of friends. Otherwise, I didn’t have a clue.
One of the orderlies gave me a mask and a bunch of other stuff to put on over my jeans, tshirt, and even my shoes. By the time I left the men’s room, I felt like I was heading out to do a
spacewalk on numb legs. There was an audible swish-swish as I followed Pam’s grandma, and a
nurse, toward the hospital wing where they kept Del.
Heavy door hydraulics exhaled as they opened, and I stepped into the AIDS ward.
About eight rooms pin-wheeled from the central nurse’s station and as we headed toward the
second to last one, I couldn’t help but glance into any open doors we passed. A couple patients were
sleeping, a couple more had visitors to hold their hands through cold protection. Someone else cried.
One guy stared without expression to the low volume of The Price is Right.
When we reached Del’s room, the nurse disappeared, and I hesitated just outside and studied
the paper slippers hiding my old Adidas. My mind went blank and I scrambled for some semblance of
meaningful thought that could be verbalized.
Around me felt so hushed, but somehow loud with electronic devices monitoring the steady
creep of death. The smell of disinfectant and flowers blended with decay to saturate the inside of my
nose and mouth, and all I wanted to do was take off running.
I didn’t, but I didn’t step inside either.
“Hey, kid.” A low gravel and phlegm filled voice reached out to me, and I found the courage
to look up.
Del looked even skinnier than he had the last time I saw him. Open sores and bruises covered
his arms, and I caught the glint of eyes staring at me from dark depths. His breathing rasped and
rattled with congestion.
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“Hey, Del.”
“I’ll give y’all a few minutes.” Mrs. Bennett smiled with her eyes and stepped from the room.
“I want to check on a couple of my kids.”
I’m not sure how he read my confusion, or if he just guessed, but Del grunted. “She calls the
guys in here her ‘kids.’”
“Oh.”
I stood in awkward silence until he offered a weak wave toward the chair next to the bed. It
didn’t look all that inviting, but nothing did, so I walked over to him. My coveralls rustled as I took a
seat. I wanted to ask how he was feeling, but it felt stupid and naïve. Chances are, from everything I’d
read and heard, he wouldn’t be leaving this wing breathing. I chose a different subject. “I guess the
food here sucks huh?”
He didn’t respond for a moment, and then shrugged. “Hard to keep anything down these days,
but yeah. It sucks.”
“Sorry.”
“Don’t worry about it, kid. Mace.” He corrected himself with what might have been a trace of
a smile. I’d never seen him smile, so I couldn’t be sure. “I hear there was some excitement at the
trailer park.”
I stared at his pale, drawn face and my stomach plummeted. “I guess.”
“So, your retarded friend – the one who pulled a knife on me – landed his ass in jail.”
Familiar protectiveness rose in me and my body tensed into rock. My voice shook when it
hissed out. “Chad’s not retarded.”
His weird ghost smile thing flickered. “There. Better pissed than scared.”
“What? Why should I be scared?” My bravado felt a little thin, but I tried.
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“What happened with your friend?” He ignored my question and his voice lowered to
something just beyond a breath, and I leaned closer. “Not a lot of news comes in here.”
I wondered if anyone visited him, and an ache bloomed in me. I was pretty sure I knew the
answer. For a few long seconds I wrestled with what to tell him. The whole thing? Or most of it, with
selective editing? Did it even matter anymore?
His gaze stayed on me, eyes glassy but somehow still knowing. I wondered how long it would
last. I wondered at what point Del would stop being Del.
I cleared my throat and told him everything: how I’d accidentally ran over his dog and then
put him out of his misery with a single gunshot, how Chad and I buried Jett in the woods, how we
were scared as shit that Del would find out and hunt us down (he let out a wheezing, chuckle noise at
that), how I couldn’t bring myself to tell him throughout the whole summer, and how and why Chad
had been accused of killing that kid, little Ray. It still pissed me off when I thought about it. His
neighbor had seen him with a tarp and shovel, gone away for the summer, only to come back, see the
“missing” fliers, and come to a crap conclusion. One thing I still couldn’t figure was why Chad didn’t
defend himself. I’d heard he’d kept his trap shut the whole time. He could’ve unburied our dead dog
secret just as well as me.
Del’s eyes had closed and I couldn’t tell if he’d dozed off or worse. A spike of fear pierced
through me and I jumped to my feet, all my protective layers crunching with my sudden movement.
“Shit. Del?”
“Not dead yet.” He said, eyes still shut.
I sat back down and waited. At this point not much mattered to Del, but it sure as hell
mattered to me. Maybe it was infantile, but I couldn’t stand the thought of him hating me.
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Silence squeezed around me, while medical sounds and murmurs from other rooms tried to
push through. Somehow it seemed right that I be swallowed by that quiet. One quick gulp, and I’d be
gone. A horrifying but distant thought wondered if Del got the better deal. It would all be over for
him soon, while my hell was just beginning.
“He liked the woods.”
I jumped. His whispered words were too loud in the pulsing silence.
“He liked to piss on every single tree.”
“I’m so sorry Del.” My voice hitched and I shut up quick.
He opened his eyes just enough to show a slit of watery brown. “He was a good dog. He was
one link to Glen. We chose him together at the pound. 19 months later, it was just Jett and I.”
I hadn’t even considered that I could feel even guiltier. I guess I was wrong.
“But he was sick. Dying. Like me.” The last two words stretched into a low moan and another
quiet moment before he found his voice again. “I can think of worse things than resting forever in the
woods.”
“I should have told you.”
“Maybe. Yeah. Not an easy thing to tell though. I get it.” He motioned to a mustard yellow
pitcher and glass on the nightstand. I took the hint and helped him take a couple of swallows of water.
“God, I’d love a beer.”
“I could try to smuggle one in for ya.” I tried to smile behind my mask.
Another wheeze-chuckle trembled from him, but no words followed.
Mrs. Bennett poked her head back into the room and raised her brows. She didn’t smile with
her eyes this time. “You about ready, Mason? Del’s nurse just reminded me that we’re bumping
against the back end of visiting time.”
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“Oh.” I got up, but Del chose that moment to reach out and wrap his fingers around my wrist.
A millimeter of latex separated my warmth from his chilly flesh. I sat back down.
“Just one more second.” Del looked past me into the corridor.
She nodded. “Okay. I’ll be right back. Don’t get me in trouble, guys.”
When she slipped away again, he looked up at me. It seemed like every movement pulled
more life from his body. “It’s good, kid. It is. I’m seeing him now. He wants me to go.”
I pulled in a breath when realization hit. “Glen.”
“Yeah. He looks good. Not wasted away.” He let go of my wrist. “My person.”
“I’m glad you’re not alone.”
He turned his body with effort and curled up on his side. I could have sworn he shrank before
my eyes. “Not anymore.”
I pushed to my feet. “Bye Del.”
He didn’t respond and I shuffled toward the door, feet heavy, legs still numb. Every single
emotion inside converged and I bit back a sob.
“Mason Slaughter.”
I looked back at him.
“Watch out for yourself, but don’t be afraid. You get me?”
“Yeah.” I left the room with his words etched deep inside.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

I started my senior year of high school in a melancholy daze. Depression wasn’t the word, not
exactly, but everything felt perfunctory, like if I jumped through enough hoops I’d still land on the
other side of complete indifference.
Chad didn’t take the bus anymore, which wasn’t surprising, considering. I kept to myself for
the most part, and stared out the window, but cruel accusations floated around me untethered.
Sometimes I’d hear my name, most of the time, not. I tried to tune out and succeeded only about 25%
of the time. The fact that Chad didn’t kill that missing kid seemed to spark disappointment in a lot of
folks, as if him not going to death row was a personal affront to them or something. As a result, they
seemed to stay mean. People don’t like to be wrong.
One thing that should have given me a lift was the fact that Tyler, the guy from the river, was
in my homeroom class. We’d started talking on a pretty regular basis, but I still didn’t even know for
sure he was gay. I guess he could be thinking the same thing about me, but we’re both too scared to
be truthful. I’d be jazzed about the possibilities, if I didn’t feel so down. I figured I just needed to give
everything more time.
A couple weeks into the semester, the new bus driver pulled over to dump me off at the trailer
park. She said bye to me every time, so I figured she hadn’t gotten to the point of being jaded just yet.
Distracted, I mumbled a goodbye without looking at her.
My counselor had pulled me into his office in the morning to talk about college and all his
recommendations and expectations echoed in my head. He’d suggested a few schools, mentioned
some scholarships to look into, and basically told me not to sit on things. I’d spent the last several
hours irritated as a result, but wasn’t sure why.
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I stopped at the mailbox, shoved the few pieces into my calculus book, and headed toward
home. Maybe it was that continuous out-of-control feeling I had. The guy was just trying to help me
find my future, I got that, but I just didn’t feel like I was part of the process anymore.
My pace slowed when I neared Chad’s place. Some part of me gave assurances that all the
crap of the summer hadn’t really happened, and he’d be there to shuffle my way and join me in
wherever the wind took us.
I told that part of me to fuck off.
A soft cough caught my attention and I looked over to the trailer with plywood covering one
window. Chad sat on the front step and raised his eyes just as I glanced over. We made eye contact
for a millisecond before he dropped his. “Hey, Mace.”
I stopped, my heart stuttering before righting. “Hey, Chad.”
The atmosphere turned heavy and uncertain, but neither one of us moved. I decided to make a
few air currents move. “Glad you’re okay, dude."
“Thanks.”
Without realizing it, I stepped a little closer, before stopping at the top of the gravel path
leading to the steps. He managed to pull his gaze from his tennis shoes, but stared past me. His eyes
were shadowed, his jaw coated with stubble.
It occurred to me that he probably wasn’t all that okay, but he was out of jail, so that was
something. “Um, how are things?”
He shrugged. “Getting by. Still got my job at least.”
“Cool.” I didn’t ask about Chelsea, worried that it might be cheap wine poured into an open
wound.
Silence crept forward several paces before I mustered the courage to ask the question.
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“Why didn’t you tell?” I asked, voice hoarse to my own ears. All I could picture is him sitting
in a cell, staring straight ahead like now, keeping his mouth shut, while everyone in town thought he
was guilty of killing that kid.
Chad didn’t say anything. He continued to avoid looking at me, whether using the excuse of a
crow flying overhead or the rumble of a car with a crap muffler. Maybe he thought he’d catch the gay
or something. I didn’t think I could possibly feel worse, but somehow I did. When his silence became
more weighted and accusing, I turned to walk away, stomach feeling like it was filled with lead,
heavy and poisoning.
My best friend mumbled something and I glanced over my shoulder.
This time he did meet my eyes. “I’m no fink.”
I nodded after a moment. Despite the widening chasm between us, his loyalty had reached
across, even briefly. Our silence, once relaxed, now pulsed with awkwardness and borderline
animosity. I let my gaze drop to my tennis shoes while the quiet stretched taut and quivered.
“I ran into Dylan and Jake at work a couple days before the cops showed up.”
I looked back up, curious, but tired at the same time. I felt like a washed up old man.
“Sounds like Dylan was impressed with your right hook.” He studied a ragged nail for a
moment. A hint of a smile curved his mouth before dropping away. “I think they’re gonna leave you
alone. They don’t think you’re gay.”
Irony of ironies. I didn’t know what to say, so I didn’t say anything.
Chad continued, still appraising his nail. “You remember when we used to play with our Star
Wars figures behind your house? Afterwards we’d always go in, drink some Quik, and watch
cartoons, or Krofft Superstars, if it was on?”
He looked up then, almost meeting my eyes but not quite.
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“Yeah.”
“It’s never goin’ to be that easy again, huh?”
I sucked in a deep breath and let it siphon out over a tense jaw. “Guess not.”
He nodded and shifted, as if it was the answer he’d hoped for and expected, and lurched to his
feet. “See ya around.”
Chad disappeared into his trailer without looking back.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

I turned sixteen on October 2nd to a low key dinner out with Mom, and an awkward call from
Dad. He did send a card though, with well wishes and an invite back, along with a check. He seemed
to be better at writing than speaking. I appreciated that in a weird floaty way.
A couple of days later, I found myself wearing my good pants, shirt and jacket, and hitching a
ride with Mrs. Barrett. Pam and Siobhan had stayed home, partly because of the kid, and partly
because Pam hadn’t really known Del.
“How are you doing, Mason?” She tossed a concerned glance my way before bringing her
attention back to the road. I hadn’t said much since clicking my seatbelt. In fairness, it wasn’t all that
long a drive.
“Okay.” I was, for the most part. I was just surprised Del had hung in this long. I’d only been
able to see him the one time, but he said he saw Glen, and I believed him. Despite a low lying grief
that was selfish on my part, I suspected he was good.
Not long after his death, I’d received a letter from his estranged niece, Callie, and that was the
sole reason I was in the predicament that I was. I’ll never know the whole thing, but Del had reached
out at the end, and she’d gone to see him. I guess the bad blood between Del and his siblings had
lessened with the next generation. I wanted to ask why she hadn’t looked for him herself if she didn’t
have a problem with him being gay, but I kept my mouth shut. She was only five or six years older
than me, so her life just became her own. There may not have been time.
Del wouldn’t be buried in the same place where Kevin Simmons rested. He’d be planted at the
newer cemetery on the south end. It didn’t have the same eclectic look of mixed cultures, instead he’d
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be just one of hundreds with plain flat stones. I guessed the concentration was on “park” without the
memorial in front of it. It didn’t have any character, and Del deserved better, but it wasn’t my call.
Mrs. Bennett drove under the arched sign at the entrance to the cemetery, and followed the
curving road toward the back. She parked on the side behind a few other cars, and we walked toward
the dark canopy erected over a waiting hole in the earth. A gentle breeze pushed through my hair and
brought the sharp scent of freshly mowed grass. It stood in direct contrast to how the AIDS ward had
smelled. I flung the memory away before it could take root.
There were only a spattering of people seated in metal folding chairs. I picked out Callie at the
front, sitting next to a young guy around her own age. She glanced at me, her mouth turning upward
into a smile, her eyes streaming.
An American flag lay draped over Del’s casket, but flowers were minimal. I thought a priest
or someone like that would be performing the requisite speeches and stuff, but it was just some guy in
a dark suit. Mrs. Bennett said it was the hospital chaplain. She didn’t say it, but alluded that no one
else in the vicinity would do it.
The service took little time, and then it was my turn to do what he’d requested. I rose to my
feet, one hand in my pocket curled around a worn piece of paper. I didn’t need it, but it brought a
little bit of comfort. I stepped to the front, putting myself between the handful of mourners, and the
imposing dark paneled casket.
I stared down and concentrated on the patch of ground a few inches beyond my dress shoes,
and listened to the sound of my breath.
Be careful, but don’t be afraid. You get me?
Yeah, Del. I got you.
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“My name’s Mason, and Del and I were friends.” I’d pulled my gaze from the ground and
focused on the half-dozen people before me. “And he wanted me to read a poem I wrote. I guess he
liked it more than I do.”
I cleared my throat, straightened my back, and recited what I’d written and left under Del’s
doormat a few months earlier.

“We are the Wind
We will always be
We will always exhale
into the relentless storm

We are the Wind
We will lose ourselves to the current
We will be the feather
Drifting in silence and perseverance.

We are the Wind
We are forever in the breaths of others.
When our ferocity arises
They turn their backs.
We are the wind.”
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I finished and caught Mrs. Bennett’s eye. “I’m going to walk home, if that’s okay. I just need
to walk.”
“Watch yourself.” She stood and gave me a hug.
“Yes, ma’am.”
I turned, sure I could feel a few sets of eyes on my back, and walked through pristine
manicured lawn designed to disguise the dead. I guessed pretty hiding ugly was standard practice
everywhere.
Under the front arch, I hesitated. The place was on the outskirts of town, but I knew if I
walked north, I’d reach somewhere where I could buy a Dr. Pepper, and catch the bus if I had to.
Maybe I’d head toward the river to dangle my feet in the cold water. Maybe one of the ghosts would
give one a yank and pull me in.
I shook my head at the dark thought. Del would be disappointed.
Taking a left, I pulled down the knot of my tie and peeled off my jacket. I tossed it over my
shoulder, hooked it on my thumb, and felt like an imposter.
For the hell of it, I’d started looking into colleges. My counselor, not to mention, my mother,
were delighted. It seemed like a good way to reinvent myself, so I gravitated toward urban campuses.
Rural would be a dead end for someone like me. They told me I could go anywhere I wanted. It was
bullshit, but it was still a nice thought.
I’d only walked about a half-mile when I regretted my decision. I liked my solitude, but the
dress shoes that had fit just fine while at my dad’s wedding, now pinched toes and rubbed a blister on
the ball of my left foot.
A bus stop shouldn’t be all that far, so I clenched my jaw, ground my teeth and focused on
colleges. I’d perused information from UCLA, UCSF, NYU, UW, MIT, LSU, and more schools with
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acronyms. Stanford, Berkley, Princeton, Columbia were on the list too. I’d started to become
overwhelmed inside my head when I heard the sound of tires on the shoulder of the road behind me.
A short honk followed.
I should have kept walking, but I hadn’t had a fight in quite a while. With any luck, there’d
only be one, or maybe, two at most. I might be able to take on two little dudes without too much
blood.
When I turned, I saw a figure hunkered behind the wheel of an old primered out Mustang. The
glare of the sun didn’t allow any specific details, but he was big. That much I could tell. Okay. Big
guy. There’d be blood, because I sure as hell wouldn’t be able to run worth shit with blisters. Should
be able to get some solid hits in though.
The door opened, and I frowned when a familiar figure partially emerged from the vehicle.
Chad rested his forearms on the roof of the car, and nodded my way. “I heard that you went to Del’s
funeral, but when I tried to find you there, Pam’s grandma said you’d decided to hike it.”
I stared at him, unsure of what I needed to say, if anything.
He sighed, but his expression twitched into different modes, like it always did when he tried
to figure something out. “Uh, did you want a ride? You look kinda uncomfortable in that get up.”
For several long moments, we just looked at one another as cars and trucks whizzed by,
kicking up hot stinking wind, and road grit.
“Are you sure?” He wasn’t a good liar, so I figured it would be easy enough to keep limping
up the street.
“Yeah Mace. I’m sure.” He nibbled on the edge of his lip and tried on a shadow of a smile.”
He looked sincere, so I waited for a Dodge dually to pass, and then yanked the door of the
Mustang open to hop in. I glanced up at the ripped header, and then at the split in the dashboard. A
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small hole between my feet gave me a view of the road beneath. “Thanks. This one of your boss’s
project cars?”
“Nope.” He waited, signaled and pulled away from the shoulder. “My project car.”
“No shit?”
“No shit.” Chad grinned at me. “Cost me 600 bucks, and she’s got a long way to go, but she’s
getting there.”
“That’s pretty awesome dude.” Although our banter felt kind of normal, I couldn’t help but
sense an undercurrent of something. It didn’t seem negative exactly, just awkward. Confusion
wadded up my brain, and I decided to keep my mouth shut and wait for him to make the big breach.
We drove in silence for ten or fifteen minutes, Chad making random turns around our town,
while a muscle in his jaw twitched. It seemed like he was building nerve, or picking his words with
care. Aside from the road noise and the sound of the wind, the quiet began to make me jumpy. I
reached for the car radio and stopped. “Just AM?”
“It doesn’t work anyway.” He chewed on the inside of his cheek for a moment before he
sucked in a loud breath. “I’m sorry, Mace. I’m sorry for being an asshole. Things got so fucked up
over the summer, and I wasn’t thinking right.”
“Weren’t you?” I murmured, but somehow he heard me.
“I don’t know. All my life I’ve been told and taught stuff about judgment and who gets into
heaven or hell. It’s confusing.”
“I bet.”
“But, you know, since I started trying to get my shit together, I’ve been away from my family
a lot more and I started thinking about things. You once said my dad didn’t know any more than you
did. I’m seeing that that’s kinda true. My boss, now he’s one smart dude, and he’s done a shit ton of
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traveling. I think it makes him look at stuff differently.” He looked up into the rearview mirror, then
over his shoulder, and changed lanes. “I also started talking to Pam more, and her grandma. You’re
right, she’s really nice. They both are.”
I gaped at him, because of Pam, but more because those were the most words he’d ever strung
together verbally at one time. I was impressed.
“I guess there’s a lot out there, and just because we don’t know about it, doesn’t mean it’s
wrong. You know?”
I nodded and studied the cuff of my sleeve. This felt like some kind of breakthrough, but I
wasn’t ready to celebrate just yet. We had a lot more talking to do. Healing too.
Chad looked over at me before returning his attention to the road. “You’ve been my best
friend since … oh hell, I don’t even remember, but I know you get it. The fact that you’re, uh, gay,
shouldn’t change that. Oh, and I’m sorry about Del too.”
“Thanks.”
“Think we could start over? I don’t mean like way over, but enough to be okay again?”
“That’d be cool.” I looked over at him and smirked. “Also cool that you’ve got wheels, so I
won’t have to take the bus as much, Jeeves.”
He tipped an invisible hat to me. “Wanna stop at Sonic for shakes and tots?’
“Hell yeah.”

~ The End ~

138

VITA
Nancy Polin started writing as a child but deserted it as a young adult when family
obligations pulled her away. She began writing again when she returned to school to finish her
BA at the age of 40, and was published for the first time that same year. Over the past several
years she’s published four novels, two novellas, and several short fictions. Her work has also
appeared in the online literary magazines, “The Charles Carter, A Working Anthology,” and
“Mobius: the Journal for Social Change.”

139

